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 I 
 
Abstract  
 
The following study proposes and evaluates a model for conducting organisational analyses, based 
on a theoretical framework combining the complexity leadership and collaborative community 
theories. The two theories were placed parallel to one another and combined into a research model. 
The model was applied to conduct a case study analysis about the organisational behaviour of the 
U.S. based aviation company, Southwest Airlines, and the leadership processes of one of the 
founders of the company, Herb Kelleher. The case study analysis demonstrated that the framework, 
based on the points at which the complexity leadership and collaborative community theories 
overlap, can in fact be used to analyse leadership behaviour and its wider implications for 
organisations. 
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1. Introduction 
1.1 Problem area, research goals and problem formulation  
 
The purpose of this section is to introduce the problem area, the goals of the research and 
to propose the problem formulation of the study.   
The practical application of complexity theory to tackle organisational challenges has been 
rapidly gaining visibility within academia recently. The focus of research concerning organisational 
structure and behaviour is slowly shifting from the systemic way of thinking toward embracing and 
emphasising the complex nature of organisations (Uhl-Bien et al, 2007; Stacey, 2011). 
‘Complexity’ concerns both the external environment – emphasising the constantly changing and 
unpredictable external forces –, and the internal environment of the organisation. This latter can be 
underlined by highlighting how greatly the dynamics of the internal processes and the overall 
success of the organisation are dependent on the behaviour of the agents involved and the 
interactions between the participating individuals constructing the organisation. The concept of 
‘collaborative community’ has been established by Heckscher and Adler (2006a) and refers to a 
highly effective dynamics of the internal processes generated and performed by the individuals 
involved. The efficiency of collaborative communities is based on “high levels of diffuse 
cooperation resting on a strong foundation of trust” (Heckscher and Adler, 2006b:1), instead of 
simply relying on financial incentives and bureaucratic authority.  
The main ambition of this paper is to explore how ‘complexity leadership theory’ can be 
used to analyse the concept of leadership in the context of an ‘organisation as a collaborative 
community’. As such, ‘collaborative community theory’ will be used to identify the features of 
collaborative communities in an organisation, and ‘complexity leadership theory’ will be used to 
explore the leadership that can establish and maintain these features in organisations. In order to 
fulfil the ambitions of this study, a case study analysis will be conducted on the U.S. based airline, 
Southwest Airlines and the leadership practices of Herb Kelleher, the founder and former CEO of 
the company. The subject of the case study supporting the arguments of this paper has been chosen 
because the leadership style Kelleher has applied at Southwest Airlines seems to have the ability to 
successfully incorporate the features of collaborative communities in a contemporary company. 
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However the primary purpose of this study is not to provide a detailed analysis of the 
selected case, but to add to the existing literature by reviewing how the complexity leadership 
theory and the concept of collaborative communities can be utilised for conducting organisational 
leadership researches. As such, the following research question will be introduced: 
 
How can complexity leadership theory be used to analyse the concept of leadership in the 
context of an ‘organisation as a collaborative community’? 
 
Complexity theory in relation to organisations emphasises the importance of the internal 
processes that emerge through the interaction of the participating individuals (Uhl-Bien et al, 
2007:299). As such, the role of inducing the desired behaviour of the participating agents through 
‘leadership’ will be emphasised throughout this paper: the concept of leadership will be considered 
to be the process of establishing and maintaining the features of collaborative communities in an 
organisation through influencing the behaviour of the members of the organisation.  
 
1.2 Delimitations  
 
Although Southwest Airlines and the leadership of Herb Kelleher will be analysed and 
discussed through the paper, it must be emphasised that their primary function is to provide data for 
demonstrating how complexity leadership and collaborative community theories can be used for 
conducting organisational analyses.  
The intention is not to provide an accurate guideline for leaders or entrepreneurial 
managers building collaborative communities. Although, the outcome of the study will probably be 
able to give suggestions regarding facilitating appropriate leadership behaviour and organisational 
structures. Furthermore, the analysis conducted on Herb Kelleher’s leadership style is not expected 
to provide a thoroughly elaborated discussion on all the leadership practices established at 
Southwest Airlines. The intention is to demonstrate how the complexity leadership theory can be 
used to provide framework for analyses.  
In order to assure the feasibility of the project – and due to the large number of potential 
case studies – the paper will be focusing on one case – the Kelleher leadership. Due to nature of the 
subject the outcome of the study will be based on secondary data – primary data is not intended to 
be gathered. Further information about the purpose of the case study and the applied methodology 
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will be provided in chapter 3, but it is important to emphasise that the case study analysis is not 
primarily going to be used as a subject to be analysed in depth, but rather as a tool to test the 
theories. Consequently, the intention is not to provide a critical evaluation of Southwest Airlines’ 
actions and operations, but to use its organisational structure and some of its internal processes to 
provide examples for testing the applicability of the model presented in the theoretical 
considerations chapter of this paper.  
 
2. Methodology, science theory  
 
The purpose of this section is to elaborate on the methodology and science theory to be 
used throughout this paper. In order to be able to answer the problem formulation presented in the 
previous section, a qualitative analysis will be conducted based on the method of philosophical 
hermeneutics. The method has been chosen due to the fact that this paper will be based on analysing 
secondary data, and hermeneutics provides an adequate tool for processing the written material in 
this case. In order to be able to focus the data collection process and obtain deeper knowledge about 
the complexity leadership and collaborative community theories, a case study will be applied and 
analysed based on the theoretical framework presented in chapter 4.  
 
2.1 Case study and secondary data analysis  
 
The concept of case study analysis refers to a “detailed examination of a single example of 
a class of phenomena” (Abercrombie, Hill, and Turner, 1984:34), “an intensive analysis of an 
individual unit (as a person or community) stressing developmental factors in relation to 
environment” (Flyvbjerg, 2011:301). The detailed examination of the individual units in this case 
will be referring to a) the Southwest Airlines and its concerning features that resemble collaborative 
communities and b) Herb Kelleher and his approach toward the concept of leadership. The two 
parts will be mostly discussed in the same context as the two subjects are strongly interconnected. It 
is important to emphasise that the main purpose of the case study is to test the complexity 
leadership and collaborative community theories, and help gaining a better understanding of those 
two. The collected secondary data regarding the theories will mostly be based on academic texts 
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and professional literature, and will be used to a) build a theoretical framework for the case study 
analysis and b) to elaborate on the important features of the theories. Therefore a chapter devoted to 
conceptualisation will be introduced to discuss some of the concepts that are relevant regarding the 
complexity leadership and collaborative community theories, but are not elaborated on in the 
theoretical framework chapter. The data concerning the case study will be gathered by using 
relevant organisational data and information and further literature on the context and environment 
of Southwest Airlines and Herb Kelleher’s leadership behaviour. In all cases, the validity of the data 
will have to be confirmed before processing and using it for developing the text of this study.  
 
2.2 Philosophical hermeneutics 
 
One of the focal points in the philosophical hermeneutics is the notion of the hermeneutic 
circle. The hermeneutic circle refers to the continuous reciprocal action which occurs when the 
interpreter’s fundamental understanding of the subject is affected and influenced as the interpreter 
learns more about the subject. Philosophical hermeneutics is built on the idea that an interpreter’s 
interpretation of the subject is based on his or her pre-understanding and prejudices of the subject 
(Fuglsang and Olsen, 2009:322). The pre-understanding of the topic is an important concept in 
hermeneutics, referring to the knowledge the researchers have before commencing the analysis. The 
notion of pre-understanding suggests that the subject cannot be approached objectively because the 
objectivity of the researchers is flawed by their preliminary knowledge about the subject. In this 
case, collaborative communities are perceived as effective sets of organisational characteristics that 
can efficiently tackle the challenges generated by the external and internal complexity, while 
complexity leadership theory is perceived as an adequate tool to analyse the process of leadership at 
collaborative communities. The subject of the case study has also be based on the fundamental 
understanding of the subject, as exploring the leadership practices of Herb Kelleher is expected to 
highly contribute to expanding the authors’ pre-understanding of complexity leadership and 
collaborative community theories. The prejudices in philosophical hermeneutics represent the 
expectation of the researchers concerning the outcome of the research. As Fuglsang and Olsen 
(2009:322) argue, such prejudices are not definitive but are constantly challenged and originate 
from culture, tradition and history.  
Together, the prejudices and the pre-understanding constitute the horizon, which then is the 
framework of understanding with which the interpreter always meets the world (Fuglsang and 
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Olsen, 2009:323). According to the hermeneutic approach as more and more samples of 
information are revealed, the perception of the individual parts of knowledge changes according to 
the whole context of the researchers’ understanding of the whole subject. The change occurs when 
the elements of the horizon – the pre-understanding and the prejudices – is confronted with 
information that is different from what is already known or believed (ibid:325). As such, new 
horizons appear which provide points of reference for revising the original pre-understanding and 
prejudices of the researchers. The adapting interpretation of the subject affects and changes the 
horizon, which impacts the interpreter as well, illustrating a circular movement of impact between 
subject and interpreter. This process continues endlessly and is therefore often referred to as a spiral 
constantly leading to a new understanding of the subject (Fuglsang and Olsen, 2009:320). In this 
case it means that the researchers’ pre-understanding and prejudices of the topic of complexity 
leadership and collaborative community theories will be continuously influenced as the collected 
secondary data will be processed and used for expanding the understanding of the subject. 
Consequently, the implications provided by philosophical hermeneutics presented above 
will have significant impact on the outcome of the research which has to be borne in mind by the 
readers of this paper as well. It is important to emphasise that the authors’ intention is to stick 
consequently to the applied science theory, therefore the elaboration on relevant terms will not be 
restricted to the theoretical considerations and the conceptualisation chapters. As such, additional 
concepts will be introduced throughout the paper, when the discussion and the analysed data require 
it. 
 As it has been described above, philosophical hermeneutics suggest the subjectivity of the 
interpretation of the processed data. In this case it means that the outcome of this study will be the 
authors’ subjective interpretation of the complexity leadership theory, the collaborative community 
theory and the case study of the leadership practices and style of Herb Kelleher. The authors’ pre-
understanding of the subjects and the regarding prejudices of this study will be confronted and 
challenged as relevant secondary data based on the theoretical framework and the case study will be 
processed, thus gaining new knowledge. This knowledge will represent a new understanding 
horizon of the complexity leadership theory, the collaborative community theory and the subject of 
the case study which will serve as basis for revising the pre-understanding and the prejudices thus 
leading to drawing the final conclusions of this paper.  
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3. Case study 
3.1 Introduction  
 
Founded in Texas 1967 by Rollin King and Herb Kelleher, Southwest Airlines is noted by 
a number of authors to be one of the most successful companies in the US airline industry. Since its 
first regular flights in June 1971, Southwest has manage to retain its leading market position against 
new competitors and has also been consistently profitable during this 40 year period– a feat 
unmatched in its industry (Bamber, 2009). As the US market leader in low-cost airlines and general 
model for the whole aviation industry, Southwest has during its lifetime received an unusual 
amount of attention and praise for its business strategy and organisational design. For instance, the 
firm is currently ranked at number ten on Fortune magazine’s “World's most admired companies” 
(Fortune Magazine, 2012). The firm has always strived to differentiate itself from other airline 
carriers by providing exemplary customer care and a reliable service (Southwest Airlines, 2012). 
Both Southwest and its admirers have accredited its success and strength in its industry to the 
management of the following three components: competitive strategy, customer service model and 
organisational culture.  
However, like all of its competitors in the aviation industry Southwest has been facing a 
number of potential challenges to their successful business strategy. For instance, increased fuel 
prices, more direct competitions and the current unstable economy have all placed pressure on the 
firm. In addition, with the recent acquisition of their competitor AirTran, Southwest now have the 
challenge of expanding their workforce and the task of transferring their organisational culture. 
However, many perceive Southwest Airlines as being well prepared for such challenges due to the 
strength and nature of its stakeholder relationship with its employees and consumers (Hayton, 2012; 
Jackson, 2012; Klein, 2012). 
 
3.2 The strategy of Southwest Airlines 
 
The original plan of the founders was to establish an aviation company that operates and 
provides services within the state of Texas, USA. The purpose of flying only in one state was the 
intention to escape federal regulation (Brooker, 2001:62), which rendered the first three years of the 
history of the company much more difficult as Texas International, Braniff, and Continental tried to 
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eliminate the new competitor and issued legal action against Southwest Airlines (Bacon and Pugh, 
2003:263). In 1970 the U.S. Supreme Court dropped the case and cleared the airlines of the charges, 
after Kelleher battled through the legal challenges in order to defend the company. The will and 
commitment to ‘make the vision happen’ represented by Kelleher allowed the organisation to be 
sustained in the early stages of the company despite the strong opposition provided by the company 
within the industry.  
From the firm’s conception, King and Kelleher’s basic business model for Southwest was 
to provide a frequent, short-haul service, with fares at least 60% lower than the average coach fare 
(Heskett, 2010). As a first-market mover in low-cost airline travel, King and Kelleher’s sought to 
design fares that would compete not solely with other airlines, but with other typical modes of 
point-to-point transit, such as bus or car (Klein, 2012). The firm, still to this day, seeks out busy US 
markets, with relative short destination routes, which are not being adequately served by existing air 
travel services. Whereas most major airlines utilise a hub-and-spoke model, commanding higher 
prices for their long-haul flights, Southwest Airlines as a low-cost, point-to-point model1 that needs 
to carefully create revenue through their physical and human resources. Within a hub-and-spoke 
model, airplanes fly out of one central hub to different destination, and then return back to the hub. 
Hubs permit passengers from a number of different cities to assemble and combine for flights, thus 
the accumulation of passengers at hubs means that airline can fill more seats. In addition, cabin 
crew are generally stationed at the main hub. This model is generally favoured due to the advantage 
of economies of scale (ibid). Point-to-point transit means planes fly from one destination to the next 
without returning directly to the hub. Previous to Southwest airline, this model was not considered 
as effective as the hub-to-spoke model as it was seen to incur additional costs and possible risks. 
For example, point-to-point transit requires the cost of airline staff being duplicated at each 
location. Short haul (average time under 1 hour) flights do not have the ability to command the 
same high prices as long haul flights (ibid). Lastly, there is the risk that there will not be the same 
consistent accumulation of passengers at points, as with hubs, which increases the risk of flights 
with empty seats.  
In its first years, Southwest’s competitive strategy sought to overcome these issues through 
radically reducing the time and cost of aircraft turnovers at its gates. On a practical level, Southwest 
realised that planes quickly lost money when stood on the ground. Consequently, the firm sought to 
                                                 
1 Point-to-point transit means planes fly from one destination to the next without returning directly to the hub. This 
incurs additional costs as airline staff needs to be duplicated at each location and airlines do not have the ability to 
command higher prices (Klein, 2012).   
 8 
 
get maximum utilization out of its fleet by reducing the turnaround of its aircraft, whilst increasing 
the productivity and performance of its staff (Bamber, 2009; Klein, 2012). To implement the 
strategy, the following processes and procedures were put into place: the firm only used one model 
of aircraft-the Boeing 373-to reduce engineering cost; the airline only offers single-class, opening 
seating to reduce boarding time; passengers were only provided a limited in-flight services (no in-
flight meals, for example). At one stage, Southwest’s gate turnaround time was only ten minutes 
long, one fifth of that of their competitors (Heskett, 2010), and a key competitive advantage for the 
firm as it enabled them to charter more daily flights. Furthermore, as the firm pays its cabin crew 
per trip, employees are willing to earn less than their counterparts in working with the hub-to-spoke 
model, for the perceived advantage of being able to return to their own homes each night.  
 
Efficient and consistent turnarounds are only achievable with high levels of productivity 
and coordination between the distinct personnel groups. Flight departures require around 12 distinct 
functions or groups to turn around an aircraft. The groups involved in this process include the: 
pilots, gate agents, mechanics, operations agents and ramp agents (Bamber, 2009). These various 
different groups throughout the airline industry, each with their own goals and expertise, have 
gained a reputation for poor interdependent coordination and high levels of 
horizontal accountability. To ensure that daily operation follow its punctual schedule, without 
complications such as delays and lost luggage, Southwest Airlines has devoted a considerable 
amount of its internal operations and organising systems to nurturing collaboration and effective 
communications amongst these different groups. Both formal and informal control mechanisms are 
implemented into the organisations horizontal structure. Currently, the firm’s organisational 
structure could be described as horizontal. It is in this respect that Southwest and its founders have 
been accredited to creating and maintaining a culture that facilitated relational coordination through 
a shared work ethic and “by a relationship of shared goals, shared knowledge, and mutual respect” 
(ibid:87). In a work environment that can be characterised as time-constrained, inter-dependant and, 
at times, erratic, good relational coordination at the gates is essential for airline performance.  
Though providing its customers with a reliable and affordable product is still one of 
Southwest’s key strategies, another equally integral component to the firm’s success is their high 
level of customer service. One of the founders’ key ambitions was to provide a customer service 
that was both memorable for its passengers yet still affordable. The internal processes established at 
the company by Herb Kelleher in order to fulfil this ambition have so far been rather successful, as 
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Southwest Airlines has always been reputed for its high levels of customer service: according to the 
Air Travel Consumer Report, issued annually by the Department of Transportation (DOT), 
Southwest has consistently received the lowest ratio of complaints per passengers in the U.S. 
airlines industry since September 1987 (Southwest Airlines, 2012b). The Temkin Loyalty Ratings, 
which analyse U.S. based companies regarding their customers’ willingness to recommend, 
reluctance to switching, and likeliness to repurchase, ranked Southwest Airlines 16th out of more 
than 200 companies in 2012 (ibid). Furthermore, the company received the JD Power 2012 
Customer Service Champion for performance in People, Presentation, Price, Process, and Product 
title (JD Power and Associates, 2012). Southwest’s means of achieving this has been to create a 
very distinct set of core values and beliefs, which are internalised and enacted by its employees, and 
will be analysed and discussed later on in this paper.   
 
3.3 The role of Herb Kelleher’s leadership in this paper  
 
Nonetheless the differential culture of Southwest airlines and its core competencies, though 
admired, have been difficult to replicate due to the unique source and vision behind Southwest’s 
success; its cofounder Herb Kelleher. Kelleher has even been accredited for Southwest’s consistent 
40-year profitability by Wall Street analysis (Bass, 2007). However, it is Kelleher’s role in 
Southwest’s familial culture that has gained him the most recognition as a leader.  
As noted earlier on in the case study, Kelleher was one of the firm’s cofounders in his 
initial role as the firm’s attorney. In 1979, Kelleher was given the role of CEO of Southwest 
Airlines and remained so until his retirement in 2001, though he stayed chairman of the board until 
2004. Though unorthodox at times, Kelleher’s innovative business model and unconventional 
management style have been to his credit. He was the main driving force behind Southwest’s 
business model of providing a low-cost airline with a frequent point-to-point service and a high 
level of customer service.  
Kelleher’s public image is not only one of an astute executive, but also that of an exuberant 
and charismatic individual. There are numerous accounts of his sense of playfulness and genuine 
consideration for all of the Southwest employees, demonstrated in his visibility and down-to-earth 
manner of interaction with those on the ‘front-line’ (Quick, 1992).  For example, once every quarter 
Kelleher would join employees to help load baggage, serve in-flight refreshments and hand out 
boarding passes (Harahsheh and Weiss, 2002). 
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One of the pre-understandings of this paper is that the leadership style demonstrated by 
Herb Kelleher will be an appropriate subject to test the leadership types described by complexity 
leadership theory and how those contributed to establishing the core characteristics of collaborative 
communities at Southwest Airlines.   
 
4. Theoretical considerations: 
 
The purpose of this chapter is to provide a clear, easily comprehensible framework for 
building the analysis on, by introducing the core principles and philosophies of collaborative 
community and complexity leadership theories. This is intended to be done without elaborating on 
all of the relevant subjects in details. As such, some of these relevant concepts will be further 
elaborated on and conceptualised in chapter 5.  
 
4.1 Collaborative community theory  
 
The purpose of the following sections is to introduce the concept of ‘collaborative 
community’, which has been established by Heckscher and Adler (2006a) and refers to the effective 
dynamics of the internal processes generated and performed by the individuals involved. The 
efficiency of collaborative communities is based on “high levels of diffuse cooperation resting on a 
strong foundation of trust” (Heckscher and Adler, 2006b:1), instead of simply relying on financial 
incentives and bureaucratic authority.  
 
4.1.1 The emergence of new type of organisations  
 
Within a 21st-century landscape, the global economy continuously poses different 
dilemmas for organisations both in the public and private sector. Such changes include; the clear 
inequalities in wealth within different segments of the economy, the apparent effects of global 
warming upon our environments, as well as the impact of advances in communications and 
information technologies (Miles et al, 2010). However, another consequence of such changes is the 
apparent impact and consequences for global organisations and their internal systems. Within 
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knowledge-based industries, where “the knowledge base underlying product, market, and 
technological development is complex, growing, and widely distributed” (Bøllingtoft, 2012:89), 
knowledgeable experts are reoccurring being required to collaborate on projects (Heckscher, 2006a; 
Miles, 2010).  
The conception of collaboration has gone through significant changes over the last two 
decades. Both within organisations and popular culture in general, actors are increasingly opting to 
participate in the consumption of knowledge-based production (Chesbrough, 2006; Bøllingtoft, 
2012; Pitt et al, 2006). Organisations are increasingly finding it more challenging to remain 
innovative on their own, and now have opportunities to create collaborative partnerships with 
external actors. New modes of collaboration are increasingly being viewed as a means of solving 
complex problems and facilitating innovation in a global complex. However, this in tow poses new 
concerns as to what extent an organisation should collaborate and ultimately, what collaboration is 
right for them (Pisano and Verganti, 2008).  
Accordingly, an emerging form of organisational design has begun to present itself over 
the last two decades that has been perceived by many as better equipped to support such 
collaboration and evolving knowledge landscape (Bøllingtoft, 2012; Heckscher, 2006; Miles, 2010) 
by creating or restructuring existing organisational structures along more collaborative lines.  
 
4.1.2 Collaborative Community 
 
Collaborative community is an organisational design concept, primarily established by 
Heckscher and Adler in 2006, that seeks to denote a distinct evolution in organisational design and 
forms of community (Heckscher, 2006). By definition, collaboration is viewed as “the action of 
working with someone to produce something” (Oxford University Press, 2000). Therefore, the 
underlying nature of the internal structure of collaborative communities is assumed to be able to 
contribute to the efficient interoperability, between the involved agents, by fulfilling both individual 
and organisational ambitions. This could be illustrated within a collaborative community of 
independent firms, in which each party is viewed as engaging in joint activities, pursuing a common 
objective for mutual gain, rather than simply pursuing the financial bottom line (Zsolnai and 
Tencati, 2009). As such, Heckscher and Adler (2012a) define collaborative communities as an 
organisational forms, whose social organisation is founded on a new conception of community; one 
that is based on trust, rather than loyalty.  
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4.1.3 Organising Principles of Collectivity 
  
However, the authors perceive that more traditional or common forms of social 
organisation principles necessary for human collectives, such as business organisations, as 
increasingly insufficient at supporting the “complex interdependencies and contingencies of the 
everyday functioning of most organisations” (Adler and Heckscher, 2011:5). Heckscher and Adler 
(2006a:15) identify three primary principles of social organisational:  
 
 Hierarchy (bureaucracy): the use of authorative power to implement and organise the 
vertical and horizontal division of power 
  Market: price mechanisms by which to coordinate competing and anonymous suppliers and 
buyers. 
 Community: reliant on presence of shared values, norms and responsibilities.  
 
A real collective, is typically a combination of all three of the above principle, though one 
principle can be more leading and influential than its counterparts. Nonetheless, this does not mean 
that the remaining principles are not pivotal to the shape of the collective. In more recent history, 
hierarchical and market principles have been observed as more prevalent within business 
organisations due to socio-political and economic changes. According to Heckscher and Adler, 
organisations “have tried to meet tried performance challenges by restructuring to strengthen 
bureaucratic controls and by sharpening financial incentives” (2006b:41). The consequence of such 
imbalance has supposedly undermined the notion of trust and cooperation in such collectives, thus 
inhibiting the knowledge sharing required with more contemporary work environments. However, 
neither hierarchy nor markets can operate with some form of the shared expectations and values that 
comes from community. For instance, the assumption that high job performance will be rewarded is 
an example of the types of shared values from in the community principle. 
Within these contexts, the form of community is ultimately shaped in relations to its 
position with these two other principles. Inspired by the German sociologist Tönnies, distinction 
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between to apparent social relationships found in communities- ‘gemeinschaft’2 and ‘gesellschaft’3 
(Heckscher, 2006a), Heckscher and Adler postulate that: 
 
“When the dominant principle of social organisation is hierarchy, community takes the form of 
Gemeinschaft. When the dominant principle shifts to the market, community mutates from Gemeinschaft into 
Gesellschaft” (Heckscher, 2006a:16), 
 
The reason why these two forms of community are significant to the overall concept of 
collaborative community is because the authors argue that community becomes the main principle 
of social organisation, the collective takes on a different form to either Gemeinschaft or 
Gesellschaft. A new form of community is said to appear with organisations, a form which the 
authors have coined as a collaborative community. 
This new form of community is perceived to differentiate itself from the aforementioned 
forms, on three key points (Heckscher, 2006a:16): 
 
Values: The Community is characterised by its members’ interdependent contribution to a 
collective purpose. This orientation towards a set of shared values means that participants can 
assume that others will also orient towards the same goals and that they can rely on the actions of 
others. As such, collaborative communities can be described as building a 'shared purpose' amongst 
its members. This type of shared purpose both serves as a basis for trust and organisational 
cohesions and is more robust than more typical forms of self-interest. This ability to predict or 
assume the appropriate behaviour of others is based on a high level of trust, which facilitates this 
type of interaction. However, this form of trust is distinctively based on value rationality, in that 
community members coordinate their actions and are driven by their commitment to a common 
goal.  
 
Organisation: In this instance, community is not only a principle but also a social structure, 
outlining the boundaries to different collectives, accepted forms of authority and the division of 
labour. What distinguishes collaborative community in this case, is that its social structure enables 
                                                 
2
 Gemeinschaft denotes more traditional forms of community characterized by intimacy, durability a nd shared kinship. 
Such personal and loyalty based forms of social relationship are more typically associated with those who have shared 
territories or who common culture (Heckscher, 2006a). 
3
 Gesellschaft relationships were depicted as both impersonal and momentary, their purpose of a calculated and 
contractual nature. Status, in such instances was awarded and achieved rather than ascribed, as with ‘gemeinschaft’ 
(Heckscher, 2006a). 
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interdependent process management. This is achieved through both informal and formal social 
structures.  
 
Identify: As an organising principle, community is ineffectual when merely used as an formal 
control mechanism or socially sanctioned set of values. It must accordingly, be internalised within 
the personalities and motivational systems. Collaborative communities are denoted by their 
dependence on interactive social character of its members and interdependent self-construals.  
 
In summary, the key premise behind Heckscher and Adler’s (2006a) conception of this 
new form of community derives from their view that neither traditional nor modern forms of 
community are equipped to deals with situations of complex interdependence and high uncertainty. 
Through implementing this new form, organisational systems are predicted to be more flexible and 
less enclosed. The authors postulate that organisations subsequently operate with “a strong sense of 
community that allows contributors to trust each other” (ibid:41). In situations in where individuals 
relay significantly on the skills and expertise of other parties, whom they cannot fully inquire into- 
trust becomes even more significant.  
4.1.4 The role of trust in organisations  
 
According to Heckscher and Adler (2006), the efficiency of collaborative knowledge-
based production is founded on “a strong sense of community that allows contributors to trust each 
other” (Heckscher, 2006:41). However, the authors do not clearly emphasis why trust as a value is 
pertinent to establishing communities. In a general sense, communities are dependent on the 
presence of trust and do not spontaneously form without it (Fukuyama, 1996). However, hierarchies 
have coexisted as a alongside trust as a contingency measure. Given that not all individuals within a 
community can be expected to internalised ethics autonomously nor live by tacit protocols - they 
must as a result, be coerced to follow appropriate behaviour. The existence of organisational 
hierarchies extends far beyond those established with society, with mechanisms of centralised 
power and control extending to all institutions, especially within different economies. This applies 
directly to the origin of twentieth century corporations, who initially perceived outsourcing to 
external contractors, with who they had low levels of trust with, too greater financial risk. As a 
consequence, the corporations surmised that it was more cost effective to bring these external 
contractors into the organisation, where they could regulate employee behaviour through 
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bureaucratic procedure and control (Fukuyama, 1996). Thus, there emerges a perceivable link 
between the bureaucratic controls and social levels of trust within a firms’ organisational design.   
James Coleman (1988) sheds some light on the topic by suggesting that social capital plays 
a valuable role in the creation of human capital. As an intangible resource, human capital does not 
consist only of knowledge and skill, but also relates to an individual's ability to associate with 
others. The human drive for social recognition and the desire for association in all aspects of our 
social existence, supposedly plays critical role in the formation of communities (Fukuyama, 1996). 
Hence, the ability to associate with others has largely been viewed as the degree to which 
individuals identify with a communities values and norms. When individuals share values and 
norms with each other, the result is high levels of trust and recognition e.g. social capital. Trust, can 
be broadly defined as an individual’s willingness to be vulnerable to another party (Schoorman et 
al, 2007) founded on these shared values and norms. Just as human and physical capitals are 
equated into economic value, so can social capital. As such, Coleman suggests a clear correlation 
between accomplishment and trust within groups. For those groups “within which there is extensive 
trustworthiness and extensive trust” (1988:101), the level of productivity is significantly higher than 
those groups that lack these attributes. Within knowledge industries today, many people on a daily 
basis are required to work with other individuals, whom they share little in common with and have 
little opportunity to get acquainted with. Without the presence of apparent shared values and norm, 
actors may feel unable to adequately predict the outcome and trust the behaviour of unfamiliar 
relationships, thus effectively compromising collaborate across these networks.  
 
4.2 Complexity leadership theory   
 
4.2.1 Introduction  
 
The complexity leadership theory (CLT) has been chosen to be discussed in this study 
because it offers a framework that – in contrast with most traditional, ‘systemic’ leadership and 
organisational theories – extends beyond bureaucratic assumptions and suggests that the concept of 
leadership is “too complex to be described as only the act of an individual or individuals” (Uhl-Bien 
et al, 2007:314). Uhl-Bien et al argue that most of the contemporary leadership paradigms are still 
based on the “industrial age management” practices, which put the main emphasis on incentivising 
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employees to follow “vision-led, top-down control by CEOs” (ibid:315), while the new, 
“knowledge era” calls for new approaches toward the concept of leadership. As Marion and Uhl-
Bien (2001), and Schneider and Somers (2006) point out, the leadership approaches of the industrial 
age focus on performance management and accountability – note the concept of Taylorism or the 
currently widespread performance management methods, such as Lean or Six Sigma –, which can 
be used for increasing operational efficiency indeed, but they can also repress the organisation’s 
fitness and aptitude for innovation. This latter conception had already been underlined at the end of 
the last century by Ilinitch, et al (1996): “The dominant paradigms in organisational theory are 
based on stability seeking and uncertainty avoidance through organisational structure and processes. 
… We believe that those paradigms are inadequate for global, hyper-competitive environments, 
although their replacements are not clear yet”(Ilinitch et al, 1996:217). The significance of 
complexity leadership theory inheres in the intention to offer a framework for understanding the 
dynamics of the organisations in the “knowledge era” and to provide an explanation of how leaders 
can interact in order to influence these dynamics in a desired way.  
 
4.2.2 The key features and concepts of complexity leadership theory 
 
Uhl-Bien et al argue that the concept of leadership is an emergent, interactive and complex 
interplay from which a collective ambition for action and change emerges when “heterogeneous 
agents interact in networks in ways that produce new patterns of behaviour or new modes of 
operating” (Uhl-Bien et al, 2007:299). The complex feedback networks developed by the 
participating agents through the act of leadership then create adaptive outcomes such as knowledge 
dissemination, learning, and innovation (Avolio et al, 2009:430). According to Hazy et al, 
“leadership can be enacted through any interaction in an organisation” (Hazy et al. 2007:2), which 
means that each interaction between individuals participating in organisations has the potential to 
induce emergence of leadership activities. Therefore to achieve optimal performance and foster 
organisational success, the relationship structure of the concerned participating agents cannot be 
designed with “simple, rationalised structures that underestimate the complexity of the context in 
which the organisation must function and adapt” (Avolio et al, 2009:430). 
The basic units of analysis concerning complexity science are ‘complex adaptive systems’ 
(CAS). The term refers to the “networks of interacting, interdependent agents who are bonded in a 
cooperative dynamic by common goal, outlook, need, etc.” (Uhl-Bien et al, 2007:299). CAS are 
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attributed with the ability to adapt efficiently and rapidly to the changes provided by the external 
environment. One of the main ambitions of ‘complexity leadership theory’ is to help establishing 
this desired adaptability of complex organisations by utilising the internal CAS dynamics generated 
by the interacting agents. As such, complexity leadership theory provides a framework for 
identifying and exploring the leadership strategies and behaviours that foster organisational and 
individual success when appropriate complex adaptive system dynamics are enabled within 
contexts of hierarchical coordination (ibid).  
CLT distinguishes between three leadership types: administrative leadership, enabling 
leadership and adaptive leadership.  
Administrative leadership is based on planning, organising, and controlling and focuses on 
providing order and seeking stability within the organisation, in order to make it run more 
effectively and efficiently. In a CAS ‘administrative leadership’ occurs when individuals and 
groups in formal managerial roles take actions to plan, establish and coordinate activities, structures 
tasks and allocates resources for accomplishing organisationally desired outcomes (ibid:305). As 
such, administrative leadership recalls the traditional perception of the concept of ‘management’ – 
as it was defined by Taylor (1911), Weber (1915) and Fayol (1916), and as this leadership type 
employs the hierarchical and bureaucratic functions of the organisation (Uhl-Bien et al, 2007:305).  
Enabling leadership aims to establish such conditions within the CAS that enable the 
participating individuals to engage in creative problem solving, adaptability and learning. 
Furthermore, this type of leadership induces the processes that entangle the bureaucratic functions 
represented by the administrative- and the emergent functions laid out by the adaptive leadership 
type. As such, enabling leadership has two main roles: (1) creating or enabling organisational 
conditions to foster effective adaptive leadership, and (2) establishing the flow of knowledge and 
creativity from the adaptive structures of the organisation into the administrative structures (Uhl-
Bien et al, 2007:309). 
Adaptive leadership is focused on addressing adaptive challenges occurring in CAS by 
catalysing emergent change activities. According to Heifetz and Laurie (2001) the concept of 
‘adaptive challenge’ refers to problems that require new learning, innovation, and new patterns of 
behaviour. As Uhl-Bien et al argues (2007:305), adaptive leadership is an informal emergent 
dynamic that occurs among interacting agents. The term ‘emergent’ has a special significance in 
this case, since adaptive challenges cannot be solved by applying only the existing knowledge and 
procedures, they require new, creative actions to be emerged through adaptive leadership.  
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4.3 The altered horizon of understanding  
 
The previous sections introduced and discussed the definitions and most important features 
of collaborative communities and complexity leadership theory. Based on the method of 
hermeneutics presented earlier on in this paper, the original pre-understanding and prejudices have 
been changed due to the discussions presented in this chapter. As such, the purpose of this section is 
to sum up the arguments presented in the previous sections and to revise the original pre-
understanding of the concepts of collaborative communities and complexity leadership theory.  
 
The basic pre-understanding about the two main theories concerning this paper were: 
 
- collaborative communities are effective sets of organisational characteristics that can 
tackle the challenges generated by complexity, while operating efficiently, and  
- complexity leadership theory can serve as an adequate tool to analyse the process of 
leadership at collaborative communities. 
 
The two main concepts have been further elaborated on in this chapter and some clear 
connections have been found between the two concepts, supporting the prejudice of the authors, 
regarding complexity leadership theory is in fact an appropriate theory to apply for analysing 
collaborative communities. The definition of this latter concept suggests that the two main features 
of a collaborative community are 1) an internal organisational frame, based on a certain level of 
necessary bureaucratic structuring and 2) high level of trust among the participating agents that 
helps the emergence of collaboration within the organisation.   
According to the complexity leadership theory, leadership is an emergent and complex 
interplay induced by the interaction of the participating individuals and leads toward a collective 
ambition for action and change. As such, the action of leadership produces new patterns of 
behaviour and/or new modes of operating (Uhl-Bien et al, 2007:299). Leadership can be divided in 
three main types: 1) administrative leadership, which focuses on establishing and maintaining the 
internal, bureaucratic structure of the organisation, 2) enabling leadership, which focuses on 
establishing the more informal processes and characteristics within and organisation, and to 
enabling participating individuals to engage in a higher level of collaboration, and 3) the adaptive 
leadership, which refers to the actions addressing adaptive challenges occurring in organisations by 
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catalysing emergent change activities. The process of adaptive leadership can hardly emerge 
without the proper administrative and enabling leadership processes being present. Based on the 
discussions presented earlier on it can be assumed that collaborative communities are organisational 
forms that can operate efficiently in complex environments because they utilise both administrative 
leadership practices to maintain the necessary level of internal structure within the organisation, and 
enabling leadership practices to create a work environment that contains high level of trust among 
the participating agents, which leads to efficient internal collaboration. In this sense, collaborative 
communities can be identified as a merge of appropriate administrative and enabling leadership 
processes that induce emergent behaviour characterised by the features of adaptive leadership.   
As such, the altered horizon of understanding suggests the following framework for 
analysing Southwest Airlines and the leadership practices established by Herb Kelleher:  
 
1) analysing the internal bureaucratic structure of Southwest Airlines and the attributed 
administrative leadership practices, such as providing a vision and establishing a shared 
purpose within the organisation, 
2) analysing the informal work environment of the company – with an emphasis on the 
concept of trust – and the concerning enabling leadership processes, and  
3) analysing the adaptive leadership processes of Southwest Airlines with an emphasis on 
emergent behaviour related subjects, such as the ability to adapting to the changes of 
the external environment, informal processes, such as humour, as adaptive behaviour, 
interdependent process management as an emergent process.  
 
The above described points will provide the framework for analysing the collected data in 
chapter 6.  
 
5. Conceptualisation  
 
Before commencing the analysis of Southwest Airlines and Herb Kelleher’s leadership 
practices, it is important to further elaborate on some of the important concepts in relation with the 
subject of this study. The purpose of this is to provide further details about the concepts to make the 
analysis more comprehensible. As such, the following concepts will be further elaborated on: 
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management and leadership, bureaucratic control, and community-based knowledge production and 
control mechanisms. 
Another purpose of this chapter is to provide a pre-analysis of the collaborative community 
and complexity leadership theories. As one of the main goals of this paper is to explore how these 
two theories can be used for academic and research purposes, providing further elaboration about 
some of the relevant concepts regarding the theories intends to further deepen the authors’ and 
readers’ knowledge, thus enriching the discussions of the analysis presented in chapter 6.  
 
5.1 Management and leadership 
 
The purpose of this section is to further discuss the concepts of ‘management’ and 
‘leadership’. The concept of management was first conceptualised at the beginning of the 20th 
century (Taylor, 1911; Weber, 1915; and Fayol, 1916). As Fayol defined, the primary functions of 
management were planning, organising, staffing and controlling (1916) and the main goals of 
management processes were to provide order, reduce chaos and seek stability in the organisation, in 
order to ensure efficient operation. On the other hand, ‘leadership’ can be defined as “a process 
whereby an individual influences a group of individuals to achieve a common goal” (Northouse, 
2010:3). Kotter argues that ‘management’ and ‘leadership’ can be distinguished by comparing their 
functions: while management provides order and stability, leadership is about producing movement 
by seeking adaptive and constructive change (Kotter, 1990:3-8). This was highlighted by Bennis 
and Nanus as well, who stated that “to manage” refers to accomplishing activities and master 
routines, while “to lead” refers to the process of influencing others and creating visions for change 
(Bennis and Nanus, 1985). Comparing these conceptualisations of the two terms with the leadership 
types categorised by the complexity leadership theory it can be concluded that the term 
‘management’ can be more associated with the administrative leadership style, while ‘leadership’ 
can be connected with the enabling and adaptive leadership styles.    
In spite of the basic differences between management and leadership, the two concepts 
overlap. As Northouse argues, “when managers are involved in influencing a group to meet its 
goals, they are involved in leadership. When leaders are involved in planning, organising, staffing 
or controlling, they are involved in management”(Northouse, 2010:11). This statement supports the 
argument proposed by the complexity leadership theory, that leadership is an emergent and complex 
process, instead of a skill or trait possessed by individuals.  
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5.2 Bureaucratic Control 
 
According to Fuglsang et al (2005), organisational innovation should be conceived as 
social system, in adjacent other organisational systems such as production systems or profit 
maximization systems. This means that innovation as a social activity is structured at systematic 
levels rather than exclusively by individual actors. Firms have always displayed formal and 
informal processes that seek to enable the adoption and implementation of innovation systems. A 
number of studies have attempted to examine the relationship between organisational capability for 
adaptation and innovation, and organisational structures (Fuglsang, Lars and Sundbo, 2005; 
DePietro, Wiarda, and Fleischer, 1990; Miles, 2010; Chesbrough, 2006). Such studies have 
indicated that more centralised and hierarchical organisational forms, are not as capable of driving 
innovation and participating in knowledge sharing as more horizontal organisational structures 
(DePietro, Wiarda, and Fleischer, 1990). As a result, this bilateral relationship between innovation 
and bureaucratic control appears to clearly manifest itself in the emergence of more organic 
organisational structures.  
This is not to imply that control mechanisms are absent within such organic organisational 
designs: in actuality, they play a significant role; given that the process of control primarily involves 
“one parties influence over another party” (Jarvenpaa and Wernick, 2012:10). In addition, it also 
serves as an effective means of directing parties towards the acceptance of a common goal and 
pattern of expected behaviour in alignment with these goals. As previously noted, though organic 
organisational systems generally encourage innovation, mechanical organisational systems can 
assist in the implementing of new ideas. Organisations, as DePietro et al remind us do not “just 
happen”, they are “the result or residue of both intentional and unintentional decisions and actions 
taken by organisational members” (2009:154). Nevertheless, though control mechanism may play a 
crucial role within organisational design, a distinction can be made between whether the control is 
informal or bureaucratic (formal). Forms of informal control are generally be defined as those that 
operate through shared cultural values and norms, social events as well as peer pressure (Jarvenpaa 
and Wernick, 2012). Conversely, bureaucratic forms of control include more formal institutional 
mechanisms such as penalties, contracts, written rules as well as procedural directives (Jarvenpaa 
and Wernick, 2012). Traditionally, bureaucratic systems have used authority (legitimate power) to 
create and coordinate horizontal and vertical divisions of power (Adler, 2001). As well as control 
mechanisms to monitor and ensure compliance to rules and regulations (Jarvenpaa and Wernick, 
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2012). In their review of control literature, Jarvenpaa and Wernick (2012) note the common 
appearance of bureaucratic control mechanism in circumstances of high uncertainty, and where the 
knowledge of the other parties is perceived as low. In such contexts, organisation could experience 
difficulties imitating the types of shared values and norms evident in informal controls. 
 
5.3 Community-based knowledge production and control mechanisms 
 
Various different forms of community-based knowledge production have emerged in 
recent years. Such organisational models, besides collaborative community include processes and 
structures such as: open innovation, crowd sourcing, social enterprises, open sourcing initiatives, 
collaborative enterprises. Each form is typically characterised by their “purposive inflows and 
outflows of knowledge” transference (Jarvenpaa and Wernick, 2012), as a means of generating 
innovation, modes of collaboration as well as less hierarchical control mechanisms. For example, 
Zsolnai and Tencati’s (2009) study of collaborative strategies, define ‘collaborative enterprises’ as 
those who value and develop more open stakeholder relationships that generate sustainable win-win 
solutions. Each of collaborative enterprises presented within Zsolnai and Tencati’s study, showed, “ 
more democratic ownership structures, more balanced and broader governance systems, and a more 
comprehensive view of organisational goals and performance-which goes beyond the narrow 
concept of financial bottom line” (Zsolnai and Tencati , 2009:373). Such findings, go on to further 
support the assertion that more informal organic, rather than mechanical organisational structures 
provide more suitable conditions for innovative collaboration (Withey and Gellatly, 2012). As such, 
this paper perceives modes of community-based knowledge production and their terminologies, 
such as ‘collaborative community’ and ‘open innovation’, as interchangeable within this paper. This 
is due to the close resemblance each mode has with each other and their interchangeable use within 
the relevant literature (for example see Heckscher, 2006a). However, the one viariable that does 
distinguish collaborative communities from some of these other modes is the perception towards 
formal control mechanisms. 
 
The authors Jarvenpaa and Wernick (2012) note that a significant amount of the current 
literature on community-based knowledge production, have shown an inclination to the favourable 
role informal control mechanisms play in facilitating innovation and creativity (Zsolnai and Tencati 
, 2009; Miles, 2010; Pitt, 2006; Chesbrough, 2006). In contrast, bureaucratic controls and 
 23 
 
mechanisms are portrayed reoccurring as hierarchical, static and as such, inhibiting to levels of 
trust, loyalty and community. With open-source literature (Chesbrough, 2006; Fuglsang, Lars and 
Sundbo, 2005; Pitt, 2006), bureaucratic controls are too often associated with closed innovation or 
treated as only permissible in the formation stages of communities.  
Critics are now beginning to question this perceived oversight of bureaucratic forms, in 
preference for their informal counterparts. Adler (2001) is one the most prominent critics in this 
respect. The author argues that whilst hierarchies or markets cannot exist without some form of 
community; some control, even bureaucratic controls, are needed to direct a communities activities 
towards their desired goals (Jarvenpaa and Wernick, 2012; Adler, 2001). The author perceives an 
innate need for some bureaucratic controls mechanisms such as standards, goals, and laws; to 
circumvent individuals solely following their own goal. As a consequence, Heckscher and Adler 
were some of the first authors to coin the term ‘collaborative community’ (2006a), in reference to 
this.  
Nonetheless, the general consensus within the relevant literature is that mechanisms of 
bureaucratic control typically have a negative impact on community-based forms, except during the 
formative phases (Jarvenpaa and Wernick, 2012). As a consequence, concerns are raised over such 
assertions, given that the literature neither explains why or how bureaucratic control persists to be 
detrimental during more mature development stages (Jarvenpaa and Wernick, 2012).  
Jarvenpaa and Wernick (2012) address this issue in their study of the use of bureaucratic 
controls by government in community-based organisational forms in Finland. One-way in which 
their study has contributed to the existing literature is that it highlights the difficulties community 
based organisations may have in facilitating shared values and norms, in an environment that; 
exhibits both uncertainty and holds limited knowledge of the other parties involved.  Collaboration, 
in such situations, maybe difficult to implement due to the individual objectives of community 
members. The task of finding a common goal, amongst external parties can prove troublesome. The 
authors’ findings contrast with the current literature by arguing that community-based 
organisations, specifically open innovation networks: 
 “[…] do not rely solely on trust and shared culture to achieve collective goals; instead, they suggest 
that bureaucratic control is instrumental in transcending diverse interests of the participants in 
government- induced innovation networks” (Jarvenpaa and Wernick, 2012:26).  
Furthermore, their findings observed bureaucratic controls to be a valuable tool for 
ensuring parties worked towards a common goal during the collaboration process.  For example, 
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during the formation stages of open innovation networks in which benefits were shared between 
each party but costs are individual incurred, bureaucratic controls provide support and guidance to 
those involved, whilst keeping activities aligned with common goals (Jarvenpaa and Wernick, 
2012). This goes to explain why bureaucratic controls maybe preferred during formative stages. 
However, the most salient point Jarvenpaa and Wernick (2012) raise is that bureaucratic controls 
should not be perceived purely as "static mechanisms", and unsuitable for dynamic environments. 
Their study suggests, "that in nascent and dynamic organisational forms, bureaucratic controls can 
take on the characteristics of a dynamic process that continually adjusts to changes in the evolution 
of the organisational form (Jarvenpaa and Wernick, 2012). Accordingly, their finding touch upon 
the possible "evolutionary mechanisms of bureaucratic control", that support the disentanglement of 
paradoxical tensions and demands arising from different participating collaborators. Be that as it 
may, the authors’ give few concrete suggests as to which bureaucratic control mechanisms 
organisations and managers might incorporate into capability procedures, at different stages.  
A number of authors have supported the assertion that bureaucratic control can have both a 
beneficial and negative impact on the performance management of organisations, both within 
mechanical and organic structures (Adler, 2001; Jarvenpaa and Wernick, 2012; Schoorman, 2007; 
Withey and Gellatly, 2012) (Jarvenpaa and Wernick, 2012). However, few link it directly to the 
notion of trust within human resource theories.  
Withey and Gellatly depict the apparent paradoxical paradigm of bureaucracy, which at 
times can be either "enabling, providing clarity and fairness, or coercive, restraining the freedom of 
organisational members" (2012:45). Consequently, the authors argue that when bureaucratic 
controls serve to enable the employees’ need for competence, autonomy and relatedness, then 
employees see bureaucratic controls as both reasonable and necessary. In this instance, enabling 
bureaucratic controls are perceived as increasing employee trust for the organisation because the 
organisational structure is meeting the participants needs and interests.  Trust is a reoccurring theme 
within both performance management, innovation and leadership literature (examples) as it widely 
acknowledge that employee trust in inter-organisational relationships and objectives lead to positive 
job performance, knowledge sharing, innovation, collaboration and job satisfaction (Withey and 
Gellatly , 2012).  
Practically speaking, the complex relationship between innovation, control mechanisms 
and organisational structure question how current organisational leaders should and could manage 
such knowledge environments. Collaborative community literature gives little advice as to role 
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leaders should play within the collaboration process, partly due to negative perceptions of 
hierarchical forms of control.  As previously mentioned, some writers may perceive informal 
controls and organic structures as fertile environments for innovation. However, others have warned 
that dissolving bureaucratic controls completely, especially within large corporation can be 
disenabling to organisational structure, as it may undermine coordination and consistency (Withey 
nd Gellatly , 2012; Jarvenpaa and Wernick, 2012; Adler, 2001). Consequently, there appears an 
apparent lack of relevant management and leadership theory that addresses this issue. How can 
leaders effectively build twenty-first century organisations that can cope with all of the challenges 
and uncertainty created by knowledge economies, gain from the value created through such 
extensive collaborations, without resorting to coercive bureaucratic control mechanisms?  
 
6. Analysis  
 
The case study, presented in chapter 3 of this paper introduced some general information 
about Southwest Airlines to explain why this particular company would be used for providing a 
foundation for the analysis. The following sections will be discussing the company and the role of 
Herb Kelleher regarding his demonstration of leadership characteristics that established both the 
formal and informal structure of Southwest Airlines. The analysis will be based on the theoretical 
framework presented in chapter 4, as such dividing the main discussions into the following three 
parts: 1) analysing the internal bureaucratic structure of Southwest Airlines and the attributed 
administrative leadership practices within the organisation, 2) analysing the informal work 
environment of the company – with an emphasis on the concept of trust – and the concerning 
enabling leadership processes, and 3) exploring the adaptive leadership processes of Southwest 
Airlines with an emphasis on ability to adapting to the changes of the external environment.  
Chapter 4 and 5 discuss the features of the complexity leadership and collaborative 
community theories. Furthermore, advanced aspects of the core theories will be introduced into the 
analysis and discussion. This development of the theoretical framework is necessary given the 
nature of philosophical hermeneutics, which requires the participants to update their horizon of 
understanding of the subject, as their existing knowledge expands.  
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6.1 Administrative leadership 
 
As introduced earlier in this paper, ‘administrative leadership’ is “grounded in traditional, 
bureaucratic notions of hierarchy, alignment and control planning, build vision, acquire resources to 
achieve goals” (Uhl-Bien et al, 2007:299). The purpose of this section is to analyse what elements 
of the Kelleher leadership-style can be considered as administrative leadership features. As 
complexity leadership theory suggests, ‘leadership’ is an adaptive process that changes over time 
and varies according to changing circumstances. It can be assumed that the Kelleher leadership-
style has represented attributes of all three leadership types described by the complexity leadership 
theory. As such, this section will be focusing on identifying the features of administrative leadership 
type, even though the preliminary assumption of the authors of this paper is that Kelleher has been 
performing much better at expressing the characteristics of the enabling leadership type.  
After the gathered secondary data has been processed, the following subjects have been 
decided to be elaborated on, based on the framework provided by the complexity leadership theory: 
providing a vision, building the hierarchical frame of the organisation, achieving control and the 
drawbacks of over-motivation induced by administrative leadership processes.  
 
6.1.1 Providing a vision and determination to fulfilling it  
 
As Uhl-Bien et al argues, “administrative leadership is a top-down function based on 
authority and position, thus it possesses the power to make decisions for the organisation” (Uhl-
Bien et al, 2007:306). In this given case the concepts of ‘providing a vision’ and ‘establishing an 
organisation’ that can efficiently fulfil the ambitions outlined in the vision have significant 
importance. The leadership practices demonstrated by Herb Kelleher have had an enduring role in 
establishing the internal organising principles of the organisation. These core principles were based 
on the intention to provide a shared purpose for all the employees of Southwest Airlines:  
 
“We basically said to our people, there are three things that we’re interested in: the lowest costs in the 
industry … The best customer service … beyond that we’re interested in intangibles – a spiritual infusion.” 
(Kelleher, 2004 in Lucier, 2004:2). 
 
As the quote above shows, one of the most important values for the founders of the 
company was the intention to universalise among the employees of the organisation, focus on 
providing quality services cheaper than the competitors of Southwest Airlines. The idea of 
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considering every position at the company as a customer service role (Bacon and Pugh, 2003:266) 
integrates the vision of the company leaders into a shared purpose, thus articulating how Southwest 
Airlines wished to position itself in relation to competitors and partners, as well as what key 
contributions to the customers and society would define its success (Adler, 2011:4).  
The importance of maintaining the employees’ willingness and motivation to work towards 
the shared purpose – and being able to provide high quality customer services– has always been 
emphasised by Herb Kelleher and the leaders at Southwest Airlines. However, Kelleher’s vision 
appears to be more than just instilling a sense of individual purpose among his employees- he also 
wishes to include and build with them a ‘shared purpose’ that would enable individuals to see their 
contribution as part of a common shared goal.  
 
“One of the managers in our People Department once said, "The important thing is to take the bricklayer and 
make him understand that he's building a home, not just laying bricks." So we take the building a home 
approach: This is what you're doing not only for yourself but for society: giving people who'd otherwise not 
be able to travel the opportunity to do so; making it possible for grandparents to see their grandchildren for 
holidays, or for a working mom to take her son to see the World Series -- for less than the cost of a ticket to 
the game. We constantly hold up examples of customer experiences and of employee efforts to make a 
difference.” (Kelleher, 1997:23) 
 
Kelleher account suggests a concerted effort on behalf of the Southwest Airlines 
management to create the type of shared ‘social’ purpose. At Southwest this has been achieved by 
making employees understand that they not only assist their consumers4 in their daily journeys but a 
significant role within their lives and the rest of society. Adler (2011) notes that a genuine shared 
purpose represents more than simply a set of core company values. Within a collaborative 
community, a shared purpose and common goal will not be obtained through only relying on 
authoritative formal sanctions. An organisational structure based strictly and exclusively on 
authority cannot exploit the persuasive effects of charismatic leadership types either. As argued 
earlier in this paper, the internal bureaucratic framework has an essential role in collaborative 
communities, but communicating, establishing and maintaining organisational values, such as a 
shared purpose, necessitates the existence of appropriate enabling leadership processes as well.  
 
                                                 
4
 The behaviour of the employees stimulated by the Kelleher leadership style seems to acknowledge and emphasise the 
difference between ‘customers’ and ‘consumers’ and focuses more on this latter. In economics, the term ‘costumer’ 
refers to the individual who purchases the given product or service – the person who pays for the flight –, while 
‘consumers’ are the ones who actually utilise it – the actual passengers in this case. Consumer satisfaction is an 
important ambition to fulfil at Southwest Airlines and plays a significant role in generating positive feed back that 
strengthens the devotion of the employees to perform on a high level.  
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6.1.2 Alternative organisational model 
 
Establishing the internal frame of the organisation was also among the important tasks to 
be done after the founding of the company. The processes attributed to the administrative leadership 
type usually tends to put the shareholders’ interest first and treat employees as tangible assets who 
can be easily replaced if it is needed. Kelleher however decided to use his leadership influence to 
follow a different approach for building the formal structure of Southwest Airlines:  
 
“When I started out, business school professors liked to pose a conundrum: Which do you put first, your 
employees, your customers, or your shareholders? As if that were unanswerable questions. My answer was 
very easy: You put your employees first. If you truly treat your employees that way, they will treat your 
customers well, your customers will come back, and that’s what makes your shareholders happy. So there is 
no constituency at war with any other constituency. Ultimately, it’s shareholder value that you’re producing” 
(Kelleher, 2004 in Lucier, 2004:2). 
 
The strategy to build an organisational structure by putting employees first, customers 
second and shareholders third has provided the foundation of the Southwest’s unique internal 
structure. Another important feature Kelleher applied in order to strengthen the frame of the 
organisation and to assure that all the participating agents work toward fulfilling common ambitions 
was to provide clear, understandable and achievable common goals.   
 
6.1.3 Achieving control  
 
Herb Kelleher’s approach toward achieving control within the company has also been 
rather unconventional, especially if it is compared to the prevailing business management practices 
of the 1960’s and 70’s. Instead of creating strict internal control mechanisms, Kelleher focused on 
building ‘employee partnership’ between the management and the employees. The most important 
elements of this partnership have been mutual trust and voluntary actions.   
 
“A financial analyst once asked me if I was afraid of losing control of our organisation. I told him I've never 
had control and I never wanted it. If you create an environment where the people truly participate, you don't 
need control. They know what needs to be done, and they do it. And the more that people will devote 
themselves to your cause on a voluntary basis, a willing basis, the fewer hierarchs and control mechanisms 
you need” (Kelleher, 1997:23). 
 
Here, Kelleher could be interpreted as suggesting that the abandonment of some traditional 
hierarchical forms of control, in favour of more decentralised ones, can build employee 
engagement. This ‘relinquishing’ of some bureaucratic control and mechanisms, has led to a greater 
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sense of collective purpose and effectual employee participation within the firm. The social 
organisation of Southwest Airlines appears to try and empower its employees through its horizontal 
structure. Lorrain Grubbs, the company’s previous Director of Employment, claims that the firm 
chooses to recognise employees as “empowered to do “the right thing” (versus doing what is right)” 
(Grubbs, 2010: 3). The ‘right thing’ in this instances appears to be behaviour that support the firms 
organisational cultural values, rather than their bottom line. She further notes that employee 
empowerment is a ‘powerful’ tool when faced with adaptive enviroments of high uncertainity, in 
which employees need to act accordingly and flexibly. Empowerment, in this context not only 
relates to notion of autonomy but also to the sense of trust that they can take on responsibilites that 
fall out of their realm of accountability – they are colloquially speaking, more free from the 
bureauctic ‘red tape’. 
Both Kelleher and Grubbs allude to this decentralised use of leadership and control, 
quintessential of organic organisational structures. As previously noted in chapter 5.3, a number of 
authors have noted the benefits of employee empowerment such as increased creativity and 
performance, through reducing the number of hierarchical levels and prescribed regulations. 
Nonetheless, there is a marked difference between what constitutes as empowerment and what 
could also be perceived as employee abandonment (P. S. Adler 1999).  
Southwest Airlines’ endeavours to create common goals through interdependent 
participation, may demonstrate a more horizontal structure indicative of collaborative communities, 
but does not imply that control mechanisms are absent within Southwest Airlines’ organisational 
design. By definition the process of control primarily involves “one parties influence over another 
party” (Jarvenpaa and Wernick, 2012:10). In actuality, Southwest uses organisational principles and 
guidelines to effectively influence its actors towards the acceptance of a common goal and patterns 
of expected behaviour. As previously discussed, though organic organisational systems generally 
encourage innovation, some aspects of mechanical structure – such as those found in administrative 
leadership – can assist in the implementing of new ideas.   
 
Consequently, Southwest outlines for all its organisational members a set of ‘ground rules’, 
or as the firm coins them ‘the southwest way’ by which to align their actions. The three key 
elements and key values of the Southwest way are (Southwest Airlines, 2012a):  
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1. A warrior spirit: Work hard, desire to be the best, be courageous, display urgency, persevere and 
innovate. 
2. A servant’s heart: Follow the golden rule, adhere to principles, treat others with respect, put 
others first, be egalitarian, demonstrate proactive, customer service and embrace the Southwest 
Airlines family. 
3. Fun-LUVing Attitude: Have fun, don’t take yourself too seriously, maintain perspective, celebrate 
successes, enjoy your work, be a passionate team player. 
 
These three dimensions supposedly allude to Southwest’s strict approach to operational 
rules and procedures, but also their informal approach to employee participation and decision-
making.  
 
On examination, the implicit and explicit meaning of each key dimension could relate to 
Heckscher and Adler’s (2006) organising principles of collectivity; though only speculatively. 
Explicitly, many of the values and guidelines outlined as part of the firm philosophy are reminiscent 
of the community principle form of social organisation. For example, the servant’s heart dimension 
outlines attributes and values, typically designed to encourage interdependent self-construals. By 
definition, self-construals are characterised as the perceptions that individuals have about their 
thoughts, feelings and actions in relation to others. Self-construals can vary according to individual 
preferences towards independence or interdependence, leading to either more individualistic or 
collective values (P. S. Adler:2011). Interdependent self-construals are more indicative of 
collaborative communities, as the values are more corresponding to collectivism and processes of 
coordination. However, the warrior spirit dimension implicitly encourages values such as working 
hard, perseverance, task urgency and adherence to firm principles. These traits of competitiveness 
and diligence seek to enable more independent self-construals. Likewise, they could also be viewed 
as more fitting with hierarchical forms of social organisations as they could contribute to the overall 
value of the firm’s human capital. 
 
Whereas Southwest awards their employees a high degree of flexibility and adaptation 
when addressing customer service needs, the efficiency of day-to-day operations do still need to be 
standardised and with a high degree of routineness. Though the firm does operate in an environment 
of high external uncertainty, Southwest is able to implement detail planning into many of its 
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operations, which require traditional bureaucratic controls. As an airline carrier, there are a lot of 
routine tasks that cannot operate without formal controls such as the extensive safety checks or 
standardised boarding procedure.  Adler et al (1999) note this causal relationship between 
standardisation and the necessity for bureaucratic control: 
 
 “For a given task of routineness, there is an optimum degree of bureaucratization. Below that optimal level, 
further bureaucratization is beneficial; above it, further bureaucratization would be counterproductive” (P. S. 
Adler 1999:37). 
 
The aviation industry and its practices are by nature very standardization, with routines 
clearly maintained through both enabling and coercive control mechanisms; the unpredictable 
environment means that the firm still needs to remain capable of simultaneously dealing with 
paradoxical or conflicting activities. As such, Kelleher leadership style tried to face this challenge 
of wanting Southwest Airlines to remain flexible in the presence of such regulation by only having 
controls when necessary and saliently, through communicating to employees how these rules enable 
each organisational member to work towards Southwest’s common goal. However, as the following 
chapter will show, Southwest as an organisation has not always been able to adequately find a 
harmonious balance between it formal and informal control mechanisms.  
 
6.1.4 The drawbacks of over-motivation  
 
This section intends to discuss some of the drawbacks of the actions attributed to the 
administrative leadership style demonstrated by Herb Kelleher. The established company values 
have contributed to building an employee mind-set at Southwest Airlines that, besides the obvious 
benefits, may cause inconveniences and problems as well.   
As it has been discussed in section 6.1.1 the founders of Southwest Airlines have 
emphasised the importance of shared purpose among the employees and leaders of the company. 
Among the goals of the leadership actions were the intention to spread the vision of the founders: 
being the cheapest in the industry, having the best customer service and focus on the intangibles, 
such as building a community with good spirit. These values intended to establish a set of core 
principles that induce employees to be motivated in order to perform constantly on a top level. This 
ambition has mostly been beneficial over the last decades since the foundation of the company – as 
it has been and will be further discussed in this chapter –but has also led to situations where the 
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over motivation of the employees of Southwest Airlines and lack of coercive bureaucratic controls 
produced negative performance results.  
The intention to be the cheapest carrier on the market induced Southwest’s strategy of 
avoiding congested airports to save costs, whilst also having the highly efficient staff coordination, 
are both contributing features towards ensuring on-time performance. The recently rapid expansion 
of the company-driven jointly by top management and employee motivation- has lead to Southwest 
Airlines deciding to use larger airports in order to satisfy consumer needs. This decision however 
seems to have had a compromising effect on the firms ambition of having flawless customer service 
and punctual flights. As Johnsson and Hilkevitch (2011) point out, the company having entered 
larger airports, started facing serious operational problems. Due to the increased numbers of 
passengers and bags, the firm’s reliable customer service was put under considerable strain. The 
increased number of passengers, attracted by the firm’s “Bags Fly Free” marketing campaign, made 
the flights offered by Southwest Airlines more attractive to a wider audience. Though the campaign 
was successful at attracting more new passengers for the firm, the firm’s resources and operations 
appeared ill equipped for this sudden influx. The result of this was that it generated challenges for 
the employees of Southwest Airlines that they had not frequently encountered before. The emerging 
challenges not only put both leaders and employees under pressure but as some specific examples 
demonstrate it, lead to customer dissatisfaction. According to the Bureau of Transportation 
Statistics, in 2010 Southwest Airlines finished only 10th among the top 18 U.S. aviation companies 
regarding on-time departures, instead of its usual no. 1 or no. 2 result (ibid).  
The administrative leadership processes established by Herb Kelleher early in the history 
of Southwest Airlines laid down some strict principles which still have significant effect on the 
strategy-making process of the current management. In order to being able to cut costs by saving 
time on turnarounds, the management refuses to provide greater time-frame for delays thus 
lengthening the overall scheduled time of their flights. According to the calculations of Greg Wells, 
senior vice president for operations at Southwest Airlines, “it would cost […] approximately eight 
to ten airplanes of flying per day if we were to add just a couple of minutes of block time to each 
flight in our schedule” (Greg Wells, 2011 in Johnsson and Hilkevitch, 2011). This means that the 
company continues following a strategy that might risk one of the trademarks of Southwest Airlines 
– the high quality customer service.  
The top-down administrative leadership practices utilised at the company, such as 
providing a clear vision and common goals to work toward, are beneficial in a way they provide a 
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strong internal structure and set of principles for employees, but, as this section demonstrates, can 
also have negative consequences. In this case, the strategy to pursue multiple ambitions that might 
interfere with each-other has led to the emergence of further challenges to tackle.   
 
6.2 Enabling leadership 
 
The role of enabling leadership is to structure and facilitate the conditions in which 
organisations can “optimally address creative problem solving, adaptability, and learning” (Uhl-
Bien et al, 2007:299). As such, the following sections will be focusing on how and why the 
Kelleher leadership style has sought to facilitate a work environment that promotes both social 
interaction and efficient collaboration, between the participating members of Southwest Airlines.  
 
6.2.1 Stable employment relations: 
 
An important element of the leadership style practiced by Herb Kelleher is providing job 
security. If the employees do not have to worry about losing their jobs, they can focus on their 
tasks. A work environment characterised by stable and reliable employment conditions reduces 
stress among the participating agents, thus enabling participants to engage in creative problem 
solving and cooperation more efficiently. It has always been important for Southwest Airlines to 
avoid downsizing: even when airline industry as a whole was suffering remarkable financial losses– 
such as after 9/11 – and many of their competitors were laying off thousands of employees, 
Southwest Airlines managed to remain profitable every quarter without downsizing their workforce 
(Leavenworth, 2005:4).  
The stable employment relations are strengthened from the employee’s side as well. The 
careful and thorough hiring process of the company emphasises the appropriate personality traits of 
candidates. Furthermore, the internal training practices and the structure of compensation at 
Southwest Airlines – such as offering profit sharing by stock options – induce employees to stay at 
the company and deliver a high work performance. As such, stable employment relations result in 
increased productivity and trust. Building trust between employer and employee has also been a 
central element of Kelleher’s leadership style, as it provides order and stability for the social 
organisation of the firm. Emphasising the importance of trust between leader and follower at 
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Southwest Airlines has turned out to be an adequate strategy for improving the performance of the 
company: 
 
“Certainly there were times when we could have made substantially more profits in the short term if we had 
furloughed people, but we didn't. We were looking at our employees' and our company's longer-term 
interests. And, as it turns out, providing job security imposes additional discipline, because if your goal is to 
avoid layoffs, then you hire very sparingly. So our commitment to job security has actually helped us keep 
our labour force smaller and more productive than our competitors’” (Kelleher, 1997:23). 
 
The quote above indicates that Kelleher refused to focus excessively on short-term, 
financial controls and preferred long-term benefits. This mind-set resulted in applying people-based 
strategic control instead, in which job security and trust played a crucial role. This element of the 
Kelleher leadership style is represented by the hiring system applied at Southwest Airlines. In 2001, 
Southwest received 194,821 job applications and hired 6,406 new employees (Leavenworth, 
2005:7), while in 2011, hired 4,349 out of the 193,636 applicants (Southwest Airlines, 2012b). 
These numbers show that only 2-3% of the people applying for a job at the company get accepted – 
a ratio that can be indicator of both Southwest Airlines’ thorough hiring processes and an extensive 
oversupply of candidates. In order to ensure hiring the most suitable employees, the company 
established a unique but efficient system: peers screened the applicants and conducted the job 
interviews with them. For instance, their pilots hire pilots, and gate agents hire gate agents e.c.t 
(Leavenworth, 2005:7).  
The hiring procedure has also been supported by the process of identifying the key 
characteristics and strengths of the top employees in each job function at the company. These 
profiles are then used to find the best candidates among the job applicants (ibid), by conducting 
group interviews focused on the interpersonal skills of the applicants (Bacon and Pugh, 2003:270). 
Another important step in creating the organisation structure of Southwest Airlines was to apply a 
hiring system based on the “Hire for Attitude, Train for Skill” approach (Bacon and Pugh, 
2003:269-270). The essence of this method was to hire for positive attitudes instead of only 
focusing on the skills the applicant possesses. The personality and humour of the candidates is 
assessed by asking them questions that are designed to uncover the applicants’ “attitudes and 
orientation toward serving others” (ibid), but also how they utilise humour (Blanchard 2011). This 
has a special significance, since every job at Southwest Airlines is considered as a customer service 
position. Kelleher’s philosophy was to find the employees that fit into the organisational culture, 
because as Colleen Barrett, former CEO of Southwest Airlines, said, “you cannot institutionalize 
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behaviour. Instead, you must identify those people who already practice the behaviours you are 
looking for” (Barrett, in Bacon and Pugh, 2003:270). 
The purpose of this hiring strategy is to ensure high levels of coordination and 
communication between the organisation’s lateral relationship, based on the shared cultural values 
and norms of their employees. By selecting participants who orient their actions towards a 
comparable set of shared values and similar concept of self-construals, employees show greater 
levels of value-rational trust and more effective interaction. As discussed in section 4.1.2, the ability 
to predict or assume the appropriate behaviour of others is based on a high level of trust, which 
facilitates this interaction. Furthermore, by improving the chances of social capital between 
different lateral work groups, individual and organisational performance is enhanced. 
 Unlike more traditional forms of trust that are based loyalty, modern form of trust founded 
on value-rationality. This emergent type of trust is different to more traditional forms of trust found 
in more gemeinschaft communities- with values based on shared culture, kinship, and loyalty. When 
modern forms of trust are used as an organising mechanism, each member supposedly believes or at 
least perceives that like themselves, other members are willing to pursue and achieve a common 
goal. It could be speculated that the type of trust present at Southwest could be representative of the 
types of ‘modern’ trust, increasingly found in organisations. However, though the topic of ‘trust’ 
does appear within some of the secondary data, and is obviously a value desired at Southwest ( 
(Blanchard, 2011) is unclear as to whether this form trust can be clearly distinguished as 
predominantly modern or traditional. Consequently, without access to primary empirical data, no 
clear assertion can be made on this matter. Nonetheless, the following section will attempt to 
highlight possible indications that a form of trust based on value-rational exists at Southwest.   
Adler (2001) notes, norms play a central role in modern forms of trust, “but these norms do 
not derive their legitimacy from affective sources such as tradition or charisma […] Rather, the 
legitimacy of modern trust is derived from grounding in open dialogue among peers” (2001: 27). 
This form of open dialogue is key feature of most horizontal structures and Southwest is no 
exception. When discussing the critical elements of innovation, Kelleher discusses the importance 
of: 
 
  “[…] fostering a fluid exchange of ideas, whereby everyone feels free to get the information they 
need without having to dig through multiple layers. Ideas should be easy to circulate up and down, and 
around. I think this is extremely important” (Brown, 2009:411). 
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As a consequence, the degree of open peer-to-peer dialogue could indicate that modern 
form of trust is present at Southwest. However, as to whether this form of trust at the firm is the 
dominant mechanism for coordination, as typically found within collaborative communities is 
unclear. Nevertheless, the presence of a trust model based on open dialogue does indicates that 
Kelleher’s leadership was attempting to enable Southwest’s structure and facilitate conditions in 
which organisations could “optimally address creative problem solving, adaptability, and learning” 
(Uhl-Bien et al, 2007:299). The different means of open dialogue and communication in general 
will discussed in greater length later in the paper.  
 
6.2.2 Training 
 
Another important element of creating an environment where efficient problem solving, 
adaptability, and learning can occur at Southwest Airlines is the process of employee training. Herb 
Kelleher has always emphasised the importance of devoting a lot of time to teaching, coaching, and 
mentoring (Bacon and Pugh: 2003:228). Given the firm belief that “if you have the right attitude 
we’d teach you how to deliver great Customer Service” (Grubbs 2010, 1), training is perceived as 
an vital part of ‘integrating’ new employees into Southwest customer service culture. The training 
of new employees at the company starts right after they get hired: they all get allocated a ‘Freedom 
Planner’ that describes benefit plans, people programs, services, and opportunities available to 
employees of the company. The purpose of this planner is to explain to new employees how these 
programs can contribute to achieving individual and common goals. Developing employees’ own 
sense of personal freedom is induced by emphasising eight ‘types of freedom’ Southwest Airlines 
guarantees them:  
 
1. Freedom to Create Financial Security 
2. Freedom to Pursue Good Health 
3. Freedom to Work Hard and Have Fun 
4. Freedom to Make a Positive Difference 
5. Freedom to Learn and Grow 
6. Freedom to Create and Innovate 
7. Freedom to Travel 
8. Freedom to Stay Connected 
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Another tool used by Southwest Airlines is the ‘Walk a Mile’ program, which intends to 
foster problem solving and cooperation between employees (Kelleher, 2004:2). The program allows 
employees to do somebody else’s job for a day within the company5, thus letting them experience 
the organisation from a fellow employee’s perspective. According to Kelleher, this is “one of the 
best tools […] for building understanding and collaboration” (ibid). Cooperation and efficient 
collaboration is also induced and maintained by emphasising the role of leadership over 
management regarding the training of the employees. As evidence of this, Colleen Barratt describes 
how the company prefers the use of the term leader with manager titles as: 
 
“[…] we want all our People to realize they have the potential to be a Leader; they can make a positive 
difference in anyone’s work and life, regardless of whether they are in a management position. So we try to 
hire Leaders, no matter what role we want them to fill” (Blanchard 2011, 2).  
 
Employees at Southwest Airlines are trained to consider their tasks as leadership processes 
moving the organisation toward common ambitions. The leadership training at the company focuses 
on how the members of the organisation relate to each other, regarding information exchange and 
focusing on the task at hand (Kelleher, 2004). This emphasises the importance of team-work 
amongst employees of Southwest Airlines, thus forging committed partnership and fostering an 
community where efficient collaboration occurs.  
 
6.2.3 Providing support from the top 
 
The enabling leadership type represented by Herb Kelleher also acknowledges the 
importance of strengthening and maintaining trust and mutual respect between top leaders and 
employees of Southwest Airlines through providing support and availability. As Bamber (2009) 
argues, communication plays a significant role in influencing the relationships within an 
organisation – see figure 1.  
 
                                                 
5
 “The operations agents cannot fly the planes, but the pilots can -- and do -- work as operations agents. (They also, on 
their own, have held barbecues for all our mechanics , to thank them for keeping our planes flying.)” (Kelleher, 2004:2). 
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Figure 1: The dynamics of relational coordination. Adapted from: Bamber, 2009:103 
 
The communication practices of Kelleher are based on the intention to connect all the 
employees with the top management. This underlying sense of equality and informality extends to 
the firm's decision making processes as they promote having an open-door policy, encouraging all 
of their employees to circumvent the formal hierarchy and approach them with new ideas (Jackson, 
2012). By emphasising the equality between all levels of the organisation, leaders facilitate and  
encourage employees to interact with them, thus further developing engagement in efficient 
collaboration. This interaction is induced by a) applying adequate communication techniques that 
provide physical availability and b) representing personality traits that encourage employees to seek 
interaction with the leaders if it is needed.  
The communication techniques of Herb Kelleher are based on a broad arsenal of tools, 
such as using videotapes, newsletters, weekly updates, frequent visits to the field (Kelleher, 
1997:23), that allow the top management to share and receive information notwithstanding the large 
number of employees at the company. Besides the physical availability and accessibility of the 
leaders – and specifically Herb Kelleher –, there are further incentives to improve the quality of 
collaboration at Southwest Airlines. One of those is to make employees understand that the 
management does not want to achieve blind obedience from them, but rather engage employees in 
creative, self-induced and autonomous activities. Herb Kelleher would attend meetings to learn and 
understand the problems people and attempt to assist them (ibid). Rather than adopting a typically 
authoritarian stance, issuing orders and instructions at his subordinates, he instead he choose to 
listen to them and help resolve problems through collaborating with open dialogue. As such, the 
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main role of the leader represented by Kelleher has been to act as a trouble-shooter, who helps 
employees overcome their problems at the work-place.  
 
“We’re looking for people who on their own initiative want to be doing what they’re doing because they 
consider it to be a worthy objective. I have always believed that the best leader is the best server. And if 
you’re a servant, by definition you’re not controlling” (Kelleher, 1997:23). 
 
As the quote above expresses, Herb Kelleher intended to establish a work environment 
where employees can work freely and creatively. Early in his career, he hazarded that the traditional 
“command-and-control” approach to organisational leadership would not be the best technique to 
tap into the invaluable human resource of people’s intelligence and skills (Bacon and Pugh, 
2003:158). As such, the communication channels were established to induce efficient collaboration 
and interaction between all levels of the organisation, based on an environment that allows sharing, 
valuing and utilising ideas originated from all segments of the company.  
The enabling leadership type processes Herb Kelleher established at Southwest Airlines are 
good examples of how to use and manipulate the complex adaptive systems dynamics to an 
organisation’s advantage. The efforts toward building stable employment relations, providing 
adequate training and management support at the company all contribute towards establishing and 
maintaining an adequate environment for efficient collaboration. Within this context; interacting, 
interdependent agents are bonded in a cooperative dynamic by common goals, while pursuing and 
fulfilling individual ambitions as well. 
 
6.2.4 Unexpected system behaviour  
 
The purpose of this section is to discuss one of the unintended behaviours the environment 
created at Southwest Airlines can generate. As it has been discussed so far in this chapter, the 
company has put a significant emphasis on inducing the informal processes that enable the 
emergence of the desired employee behaviour. This has led to the establishment of an internal work 
environment that instead of strict control mechanisms is based on trust. Although this environment 
has numerous benefits – especially regarding tasks that involve creative problem solving –, the lack 
of strict control can lead to loose interpretation of external rules and regulations. As the collected 
data shows, this latter has been causing Southwest Airlines serious problems: in 2009, the company 
had to pay a fine of $7.5 million, issued by the Federal Aviation Administration, for flying planes 
that had missed critical safety checks (NBC News, 2009). The reason behind this remarkable fine is 
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that Southwest Airlines kept on flying 46 airplanes on 59,791 flights without performing mandatory 
inspections for fuselage cracks (ibid). This issue was an obvious signal for the company to 
strengthen its internal control regarding managing vital elements of their services, providing safety 
in this case. According to Chris Mainz, spokesman of Southwest Airlines, since 2009, the company 
has been putting a lot of emphasis on holding people responsible for performing maintenance on 
“the highest possible standards” (Jansen, 2011).  
The above example shows that the cosy internal climate of the organisation can have some 
drawbacks, which can lead to serious consequence. The management of the company addressed this 
issue by adaptation to the external requirements, through inducing actions to strengthen the internal 
control mechanisms. These actions included increasing the number of on-site technical 
representatives while performing major maintenance on its airplanes and allowing the inspectors of 
the Federal Aviation Administration improved access to information used for tracking maintenance 
and engineering activities (ibid).  
 
6.3 Adaptive leadership 
 
As the concept of ‘adaptive leadership’ refers more to an informal emergent dynamic that 
occurs among interactive agents rather than an act of authority, this section will be focusing on 
some of the important internal processes of Southwest Airlines. As such, the focus will be shifted 
from the personal leadership style of Herb Kelleher to interpreting and analysing Southwest 
Airlines and its processes as complex adaptive systems. Based on the theoretical framework of this 
paper the following, adaptive leadership related subjects will be discussed in this section: culture 
and interdependent process management as emergent processes, an ethic of contribution and 
organisational capability for making rapid adaptations at Southwest Airlines.  
 
6.3.1 Southwest Airline culture as a context and emergent behaviour 
 
As the generative dynamic that underlies emergent change activities in an organisation is 
an important feature of adaptive leadership, the following section will discuss the role of 
organisational culture at Southwest Airlines. The culture established at the company will be 
perceived as a generative dynamic that enables behaviour and activities performed by the 
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interacting employees, which leads to high performance and productivity. Furthermore, 
organisational culture will not only be considered as an environment that generates conditions for 
collaboration, but also as a result of the established administrative and enabling leadership 
processes at Southwest Airlines.    
Southwest’s mission, in comparison to their competitors, is unusually focused on both 
customer service and employee commitment. Both employee satisfaction and retainment 
are exceptionally high at Southwest. This has partly been facilitated by the use of employee 
ownership initiatives offered within the firm. The airlines fortunes are more directly tied to their 
employees, given their share within the firm. This leads to increasing perceptions of responsibility 
and ownership amongst its workforce. 
As discussed earlier in this paper, since its inception, Southwest has hired employees 
mainly on their personality and attitude, highly rating attributes such as humour and positivity. 
During the hiring process, the firm tries to identify relational competences in addition to functional 
skills in prospective employees, later providing successful candidates with training to build further 
relational competence and assimilate them into the organisational culture (Klein, 2012). Shared 
goals, shared knowledge and mutual respect are all values that Southwest’s human resource 
management practices focuses on building between its separate workgroups (Bamber, 2009). On 
Southwest’s website, the firm lists its key beliefs and values underpinning its culture, or what it 
describes as “the Southwest way” (Southwest Airlines, 2012a).  
However, the main function of Southwest’s culture is to create a sense of family and 
mission, as well as the importance of having fun within the work place. Humour is an attribute 
highly valued within the organisation and encouraged by the senior management. The key reason 
for this is that humour is perceived to strengthen the sense of community amongst the work force, 
whilst also reducing conflict and pressure within a typically high-stress work environment (Hayton, 
2012). Humour has always held a significant role for Southwest, both within its hiring process, but 
also the functional role it plays within its work environments. Possessing the ability to engage and 
have fun with others in a work environment improves relational collaboration, increases employee 
bonding and reduces stress. As such, when Kelleher became Southwest’s Chairman in 1972, he 
charged the firm’s Human Resource department (called Peoples department) with hiring those with 
a good-nature sense of humour. The logic behind recruiting candidates with a good sense of humour 
was because Kelleher believed it demonstrated a particular trait, one that all employees were 
expected to exude as a member of the Southwest community: tolerance (Quick, 1992). It is easy to 
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see the significance between humour and tolerance when you take into account Kelleher’s own 
definition of humour as something that never “excludes people, nor does it create joy at the expense 
of others” (Quick, 1992:51). The success of this approach is clearly evident when considering the 
firm’s notably low employee turnover (lowest in the industry and consistently high levels of 
customer satisfaction (Hayton, 2012; Klein, 2012).  
 
6.3.2 An ethic of contribution  
 
As outlined within the core theories, collaborative community is recognisable by its 
participants’ apparent orientation towards collective values. The ‘ethic of contribution’ is a term 
denoted by Adler (2011) depicting the nature of the shared values within a collaborative 
community. In accordance, employee participation excels beyond the actor’s own self-interest in 
preference of a common purpose. In this instance, what defines a collaborative community from a 
more traditional bureaucratic organisation is that individual job performance is judged, not only by 
how well the participants perform within their own role, but also their ability to efficiently 
contribute to the collective goal. Though it is difficult to access the accurate extent of ethic of 
contribution present within Southwest Airlines’ organisational operations, the following account 
given by Kelleher does appear to point towards at least one credible example of employees 
demonstrating an ethic of contribution: 
 
“In an organisation like ours, you're also likely to be a step behind the employees. The fact that I cannot 
possibly know everything that goes on in our operation -- and don't pretend to -- is a source of competitive 
advantage. The freedom, informality, and interplay that people enjoy allow them to act in the best interests of 
the company. For instance, when our competitors began demanding tens of millions of dollars a year for us 
to use their travel agents' reservations systems, I said, forget it; we'll develop an electronic, ticketless system 
so travel agents won't have to hand-write Southwest tickets -- and we won't be held hostage to our 
competitors' distribution systems. It turned out that people from several departments had already gotten 
together, anticipated such a contingency, and begun work on a system, unbeknownst to me or the rest of our 
officers. That kind of initiative is possible only when people know that our company's success rests with 
them, not with me” (Kelleher, 1997:23).  
 
In this case, interdepartmental collaboration assisted in creating a new ticket system that 
sought to resolve a problem the organisation had with its competitors. Organisational measures to 
resolve this issue, through cross-departmental collaboration were executed without the awareness or 
at the request of top management. Kelleher’s account does not indicate as to which departments 
collaborated together e.g. whether the collaboration was between contrasting departments such as 
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the cabin crew and R&D employees. However, the outcome and motive behind this collaboration 
raises number of important points. Firstly, within this context, Southwest employees appear to have 
shown an ethic of contribution, as involved parties acted beyond their formal responsibilities to 
solve a broader problem. As noted above, the capacity for employees to demonstrate a “shift from 
an ethic of individual creativity to an ethic of contribution” (Adler P. H., 2011:6) defines an ethic of 
contribution. Secondly, as no one department appears to have taken the main credit for this product 
innovation, Kelleher appears to perceive it as a joint departmental effort. The seeming lack of the 
individualism (self-interests) and bureaucratic control, more akin within hieratical and market 
models of social organisation, suggest that community was the dominant social principle in this 
event.  
By Kelleher’s account, the employee’s perceived the success of the firm depend not only 
on top management, but also on the capabilities and efforts of the organisation as a whole- they 
working interdependently towards a common goal. This form of interdependent collaboration bears 
a resemblance to the types of informal and dynamic processes typical of adaptive leadership.  
However, as Kelleher himself notes cooperation and “community building is not formulaic: if you 
try to program it, you will destroy it” (Kelleher, 2004:2). This then raises the question as to how 
organisations, such as Southwest, can attempt to build a structure and implement processes into a 
form of social organisation, that at times appears arbitrary? One possible means of addressing this 
issue may be to consider more abstract modes of coordinating mechanisms, such as interdependent 
process management, for fostering problem solving and cooperation within these unpredictable 
ecosystems.   
 
6.3.3 Interdependent process management 
 
When discussing the perceived of benefits of interdependent cooperation, it is necessary to 
remind ourselves of the obvious point that regardless of the form, purpose or uniqueness of a 
common goal, without an adequate coordination mechanism to support collaboration between 
differing parties, the shared goal appears obsolete.  
As previously discussed, adaptive leadership focuses on addressing the challenges of 
complex adaptive systems, in a similar way to how collaborative communities seek to overcome the 
adaptive challenges. As such, there appears to be a duality between both adaptive leadership and 
collaborative communities given that both are the sum of processes emerging from complex 
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adaptive systems. This environment/community and the leadership processes have consent, 
dynamic interaction, as such they need to reoccurring adjust to meet each others’ needs. Both 
theoretical standpoints deal with informal emergent dynamics that occurs between interacting 
agents. The challenges they face cannot simply be resolved by existing knowledge and procedures, 
but with creative and adaptive process mechanisms as seen in interdependent process management.  
Interdependent processes management is a key and essential coordinating mechanisms 
used within collaborative communities. Within such organisational structures, interdependent 
process management attempts to effectively align an overarching shared purpose across different 
teams and projects. Whereas traditional bureaucratic structures are reoccurring accused of stunting 
creativity and undermining trust by overly mechanical structures – likewise free-agent communities 
are seen as performing well on ad hoc collaborations, but show weak organisational ties, making the 
coordinating collaborative networks increasingly challenging. Ideally, an organisation would 
implement a coordinating mechanism that neither resisted crushing creativity with red tape nor 
completely left the community to its own devices. 
  Adler et al characterises interdependent process management as “explicit, flexible, and 
interactive” (2011:7). This type of process management is achieved through incorporating processes 
into a range of enabling bureaucratic and informal protocol, that include: dynamic knowledge 
sharing, process mapping, participatory meeting management, and effective decision making with 
stakeholders and structured brainstorming (ibid). However, these types of protocol are designed not 
to be static, but are “revised continually as the demands of the work and clients change” (ibid:7). 
Given the flexible nature of interdependent processes management, the individuals involved in 
these collaborative systems in turn need to also identify with the interactive social character of 
such systems. Actors, who are too readily embrace dependence or autonomy within environments, 
could face difficulties accepting and engaging with these new complexities of interdependence 
(Heckscher, 2006b).  
 
As part of her two-year study of the U.S airline industry, Jody Hoffer Gittell (2003) 
identified three key organising mechanisms that help build and maintain good lateral relationships 
within Southwest Airlines organisational culture: 
 
1. Ten organisational practices which build relationships between managers and frontline    
employees and other organisational members. 
 45 
 
2. An environment, which emphasizes shared goals, shared knowledge and mutual respect. 
3. Sound communication techniques, which are frequent, timely and focused on solving 
problems. 
 
Table 1 below, lists each of the separate mechanisms. Each of the three separate 
mechanisms and their different components all contribute to one main purpose- to improving 
relational coordination between their employees. Each of the ten organisational practices are all 
highly complementary, to the extent that they work in unison and not isolations. As such, in order to 
reap the substantial benefits that come from their implementation, each one must both be present 
and well implemented.  However, it is the business environment of shared goals that creates the 
right platform for these practices and also the firm’s technique at encouraging effective 
communication within the organisation. Without this technique, Southwest wouldn’t be as effective 
at building organisational relations and have the resources to focus on solving problems rather than 
fixing blame. 
 
 
Table 1: key organising mechanisms of building and maintaining good lateral relationships within Southwest Airlines. 
Source: Gittell (2003) 
 
Gittell (2003) notes the importance of coordination in the airline industry, highlighting the 
tradition of functional boundaries and status differences across employee groups, that hinder 
coordination during departures. As such, the author perceives Southwest Airlines’ ability to 
effectually coordinate the different employee groups as a distinct competitive advantage for the 
firm. However, as Gittell further explains: 
 
Environment 10 organisational relationships Techniques
Outstanding busness leadership
Invest in front-line leaders
Hire and train for relationship excellence
Use conflict to build relationships
Bridge the work-family divide
Create positions that span boundaries 
Use broad performance metrics
Highly flexible job description
Partner with unions
Build the supplier relationships
Shared goals
Shared knowledge
Mutual respect
Frequent communication
Timely communication
Problem-solving communication
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“…coordination in its traditional sense does not fully capture what has made Southwest so 
successful. Instead, the coordination observed at Southwest is powered by relationships among 
employees-relationships of shared goals, shared knowledge, and mutual respect…relational 
coordination goes beyond the more familiar concept of teamwork. Relational coordination describes 
not only how people act, but also how they see themselves to one another”  (Gittell, 2003:16) 
 
Given that each mechanism is primarily designed to improve communication and build 
good employee relationships, could these mechanisms be perceived as evidence of interdependent 
process management at Southwest? If following Gittell’s (2003) notion that the pertaining 
mechanisms are designed to shape and improve interdependent self-construals within complex 
adaptive systems, then such mechanism could be perceived as interconnecting form of process 
management. However, this process could also be perceived as a good example of efficient 
employee relationship management. 
 
6.3.3 Organisational ability for making rapid adaptations 
 
The constantly changing impacts generated by the external environment of companies in 
the aviation industry, such the increasing competition, the current unstable economy, terrorist 
attacks and increased fuel prices, force companies to make rapid adaptations in order to keep their 
performance on the desired level. As it has been outlined in the theoretical considerations chapter of 
this paper, high degree of flexibility can be achieved through applying the appropriate leadership 
processes. It has been discussed how the features of the administrative and enabling leadership 
types have been used at Southwest Airlines to establish a highly effective collaborative community 
at the company. This section will be elaborating on how the collaboration actually occurs between 
the participating members of the organisation in order to tackle challenges generated by the external 
environment.  
It is quite peculiar that Southwest Airlines’ ability for inducing adaptive behaviour that 
leads to rapid adaptations when it is needed is based on the consistent intention to stick to the vision 
and organisational principles of the company.  
 
“Rather than trying to predict what we'll do, we try to define who we are and what we want, in terms of 
market niche, operational strategy, and financial health. We reflect, observe, debate -- and we don't use our 
calculators” (Kelleher, 1997:23). 
 
The philosophy of being loyal to the original principles laid down by the founders of the 
company highly contributed to the fact that Southwest Airlines managed to pull through the difficult 
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times after the terrorist attacks of 9/11 without suffering serious losses. Before the terrorist attacks, 
fuel prices were relatively low. Kelleher however realised the threat of being deceived by this and 
intended on following a business strategy that does not consider the fuel prices as being part of the 
equation describing the financial situation of the company (Brown, 2009:410). Instead, he intended 
to focus on cutting other costs, thus prevent employees slacking off because of the comfortingly low 
price of fuel. The benefits of this strategy were quite obvious when the fuel prices increased after 
the terrorist attacks: while other companies within the aviation industry had to face downsizing of 
thousands of employees, Southwest Airlines did not have to lay off any employees. Due to the crisis 
in the industry followed by 9/11, airlines lost more than 22 billion USD between 2001 and 2004 
(Leavenworth, 2005:4). In the same time Southwest Airlines managed to remain profitable every 
quarter (ibid). The serious losses suffered by the industry were obviously not entirely due to the 
increase in fuel prices: many of the passengers were simply reluctant to fly because they were afraid 
the attacks would reoccur, and it took several months for the industry to recover (Bacon and Pugh, 
2003:279). Although the demand significantly decreased after 9/11, Southwest Airlines insisted on 
flying a full schedule after the airports were reopened. The company also reduced its fares in order 
to attract passengers and encourage them to fly again. Furthermore, all the employees received their 
full salary in that time period, despite there were quite a few days when their entire fleet was 
grounded due to the terrorist attacks. In the meantime, the board of Southwest Airlines, along with 
Herb Kelleher, decided to refuse accepting their own salary in the following three months after the 
attacks, in order to “preserve operating capital” (ibid) – although the symbolic significance of this 
gesture might have actually been greater than the financial one. The behaviour expressed by 
Southwest Airlines during the difficult time period after 9/11 indicates a high level of collaboration 
between all the members of the organisation. The emergent behaviour leading to the rapid and 
efficient adaptation to the external impacts were generated by the adaptive leadership processes 
induced by the top management of Southwest Airlines. However, the strategy could not have been 
successful without the full cooperation of the employees, as they could have refused work due to 
the potential danger of reoccurring terrorist attacks. The collaboration demonstrated by all the levels 
of the company in order to tackle a serious challenge generated by the external environment is a 
good example of the process of adaptive leadership.  
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6.4 Summary of key findings  
 
The purpose of this section is to summarise the key findings of the case study analysis 
presented in this chapter. This will be done by following the structure of the analysis and 
highlighting some of the key arguments that emerged during processing and discussing the 
collected secondary data.  
The established bureaucratic control mechanisms at Southwest Airlines are based on a 
vision that provides a set of organisational principles for the employees. These principles form a 
shared purpose that strengthens the feeling of community among the members of the organisation. 
One of the main tasks of the leadership processes applied at Southwest Airlines is to communicate 
to the employees how the internal control mechanisms built on the organisational principles, in a 
way that both benefits and empowers them. As such, the internal bureaucratic frame of the company 
is not based on coercive actions and individual accountability, rather it creates a context in which 
voluntary employee partnership emerges. However, at times the leaders of Southwest Airlines need 
more coercive methods given the nature and routineness of their business operations, when 
companies are dealing with things like people’s safety. In such cases, the existence of strict rules is 
not open for negotiation. The organisation generates complex adaptive behaviour, while changing 
according to forces of both the internal and external environment, and control mechanisms are 
needed to conduct the adaptation process. This raises the point that too little bureaucratic control 
within an organic structure can actual be detrimental. 
The enabling leadership processes at Southwest Airlines, established by Herb Kelleher, are 
based on the principles of open dialogue. One of Kelleher’s main contributions to creating the 
internal environment of the company is that he managed to establish a context that is built on an 
open communication between all the participants of the organisation. As the efficient operation of 
Southwest Airlines demonstrate, this internal context is adequate for facilitating productive 
collaboration and desired relational coordination. The hiring process of the company is suitable for 
developing the internal relations as well, as it fits into the idea of building trust between the 
participating individuals: if people have shared values and norms, the organisation can easier come 
over one of the main hurdles – bad work relationships – that hinder operational effectiveness. The 
training system and constant support from the top also have significant importance in creating the 
internal context of Southwest Airlines, as they endow employees with the ability to have an impact 
on the organisation, thus strengthening the feeling of freedom and common purpose. Although, as it 
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has been demonstrated, there can be situations in which employee authority and lack of control can 
easily become excessive. The interdependent process management has an important role in 
situations like these, as it ties together and provides coordination in the adaptive, constantly 
changing environment.  
As it has been discussed, the internal climate built on trust has most of the time been in 
accordance with the bureaucratic structure of Southwest Airlines, thus leading to highly efficient 
collaboration, especially in their day-to-day flight departures. Although, the combination of 
administrative and enabling leadership practices established by Herb Kelleher has the ability to lead 
to undesired organisational behaviour as well. The company has been successful since its inception, 
but the future might hold some unintended occurrences and challenges Southwest Airlines will have 
to face with, such as expanding into more larger and thus busier airports. These challenges – as it 
has been discussed in sections 6.1.4 and 6.2.4 – might force the company to adjust some of its core 
processes according to the forces provided by the external environment in the future. Although, as 
the example in the previous section demonstrated, Southwest Airlines has the ability to induce 
strategies that ensure rapid adaptation to the external changes to ensure operational effectiveness, 
even if they are radical ones such as the terrorist attacks of 9/11. 
As to whether Southwest Airlines can strictly be classified as a collaborative community is 
a point for further discussion. Nonetheless, the essence of collaborative communities as an 
ecosystem in which environments serve to foster creativity, communication and assist in 
interdependent collaboration does appear to be present at the firm. This raises the question as to the 
novelty of the complexity leadership theory and the concept of collaborative community, given that 
the company has practiced high relationship management since its inception. The notion of 
rebalancing control mechanisms and organisation structure in pursuit of better cooperation and 
improved levels of employee trust appears not to be as new of a phenomenon as Adler et al and his 
contemporaries would suggest. 
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7. Conclusion 
 
As stated in the problem formulation chapter, the main ambition of this study was to add to 
the existing literature by exploring how the complexity leadership theory and the concept of 
collaborative communities can be utilised and combined for conducting organisational leadership 
researches. As such, the following research question was introduced: 
 
How can complexity leadership theory be used to analyse the concept of leadership in the 
context of an ‘organisation as a collaborative community’? 
 
As the authors of this paper had a pre-understanding of the two theories, the first step was 
based on the intention of further deepening this knowledge, thus being able to see how the 
complexity leadership and collaborative community theories could be merged into one framework. 
The two theories were placed parallel to one another and combined into a research model.  
The model works by addressing the issue of managing interdependent relationships within 
highly effective complex adaptive systems. The notions of collaborative community and complexity 
leadership theory have gained notoriety during the last decades socio-political and economic factors 
made hierarchical structures increasing unviable, thus these theories warrant in depth study. 
However, though both theories seek to address how organisations can become more adaptive and 
flexible within such volatile environments, no apparent attempts have previously been made to 
combine both theories in a framework. The authors’ preconceived assumptions regarding the 
compatibility of the two separate theories came from each concept’s ties to innovation. It was 
assumed that their joint quality for creating an open social environment, in which knowledge and 
ideas could be more freely and innovatively exchanged in comparison to previous organisational 
models, would be the main interconnecting point between the two theories. However, the horizon of 
understanding was adjusted when it became apparent that both theories not only sought similar 
outcomes but saliently both were means by which to readjust the levels of bureaucratic and informal 
control mechanisms given their direct impact on organisational structure and modes of 
communication. Both theories attempt to find this ‘sweet spot’ in which informal control facilitate 
meaningful instances of collaboration whilst implementing enabling bureaucratic controls to give a 
supporting backbone to these networks.  
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 The study has detected and discussed the synergy between complexity leadership and 
collaborative community theories by merging them into a theoretical model. The model then has 
been applied to analyse the leadership practices of Herb Kelleher and their interaction with the 
organisational behaviour and structure of Southwest Airlines. As such, the study has achieved its 
goals presented in chapter 1 of this paper.  
 
8. Paper development and future perspectives  
 
In the initial stages of the paper, the authors perceived or speculated on the possible 
compatibility between some of the major components of the overall study. For example, the affinity 
between the two theories, plus the elements of Southwest Airlines which indicated features of 
collaborative communities, and Herb Kelleher’s leadership style that resembles the characteristics 
of the leadership types described by complexity leadership theory. Nonetheless, new considerations 
and knowledge emerged that provided credibility to why complexity leadership theory works 
together with collaborative communities such as the resemblance or featuring between the informal 
and formal modes of control within both theories. At times, both concepts appeared to have 
tripartite configurations, which overlapped notions of leadership with organisational structure, for 
example administrative leadership/bureaucratic control; enabling leadership/informal control; 
adaptive leadership/collaborative community. 
One of the most significant effects of the philosophical hermeneutics approach was that as 
the paper progressed and more information was collected pertaining to the subject, the authors’ 
horizon of understanding evolved. As the data concerning the case study was processed and 
classified, additional scientific concepts had to be brought in to create a context where the data 
could be better interpreted. Staying consistent to the chosen science theory in this paper had a 
significant impact on the development of the analysis and discussion of the case study as well. The 
development and evolution of the horizon of understanding required the authors to look in more 
depth at certain components of the theory.  
One of the intentions of this paper was to see how these relatively new concepts could be 
both combined and utilised for conducting research. However, though the socio-political and 
economic connection between organisational structure was touched upon within this study, the 
novelty effect of concepts such as collaborative community and complexity leadership theory need 
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to be further scrutinised. The case study chosen for the analysis spans over a 40-year period and 
Southwest Airlines has to some extent always shown aspect of each theory. This raises the question 
as to whether authors such as Adler et al should deem collaborative communities and their element 
of modern forms of trust as inherently zeitgeist? A fresh view on organisational structures could be 
a possible topic for further investigation.  
One of the most unexpected finding of this paper was the apparent lack of discussion 
regarding the form or significance of control mechanisms, within recognisably organic structures. 
This indicates that the relationship of control mechanisms and organisational structures needs to be 
further accessed and clarified. For example, an obvious point of departure for this paper would be to 
more thoroughly examine the future role or purpose of administrative leadership within 
collaborative communities. This leads to our final recommendation, the apparent lack of a clear 
typology on the varying forms of community-based knowledge production is a topic that would 
benefit greatly from further attention and would give a clearer image of the different types relational 
coordination. A clear classification system, given the ever-expanding forms of social and business 
collaborations, is something the discourse on organisational innovation desperately needs.  
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